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Abstract
The purpose of this thesis is to  conduct an exploratory investigation into what it is
like to be an unemployed university graduate with common mental health issues (i.e.,
depression and anxiety) from a qualitative and phenomenological perspective using
Interpretative  Phenomenological  Analysis.   Semi-structured  interviews  with  12
Bachelor's degree graduates in their twenties, who have common mental health is-
sues and have been unemployed between five and 24 months, led to the development
of the three master themes of Fall from Grace, Vulnerability and Angst.  These find-
ings are explored using a range of theoretical perspectives to demonstrate the devast-
ating impact  that unemployment  has on these graduates.   It constitutes a  develop-
mental-existential life-crisis where they are unable to complete their rite of passage
into social adulthood, leaving them vulnerable to becoming entrenched in their men-
tal health-related difficulties and less able to overcome their unemployment.   The
practical implications of this work and suggestions for further research are also dis-
cussed.
XIII
Thesis Structure
The chapters of this thesis  have been organised into four main parts,  comprising
Introduction,  Method,  Findings  and  Discussion.   I  provide  an  overview  of  the
structure to these below.
A. Part One: Introduction
In Part One, I provide an introduction to the subject matter of this thesis and carry
out  a  review of  the  relevant  literature.   I  start  in Chapter One by providing  a
Phenomenological Prologue, where I describe the background development of my
research, outline my aims, objectives and methodological approach, before going on
to introduce the two main concepts of unemployment and common mental health
issues.  I define both of these terms, as well as outline the nature and prevalence of
these issues.
In the next two chapters, I present separate narrative reviews of the main quantitative
(Chapter Two) and qualitative (Chapter Three) research evidence relating to what
is known of the association between unemployment and mental health, especially in
relation to university graduates.  This process has been systematically carried out
using clearly defined and transparent steps to enhance the quality of my research by
demonstrating my commitment to rigorous and reflective practice.
B. Part Two: Method
The second part of this thesis focuses on my methodology, method and data-analysis
process.  In Chapter Four I consider my methodological approach by discussing the
theoretical  background and objectives  of  IPA,  its  epistemological  issues,  and my
rationale  for  adopting  a  qualitative  and  phenomenological  approach  using  IPA.
Chapter Five focuses on my method and data-analysis.  I start by describing the key
decisions that I have made relating to the design of my research and the rationale
behind  these.   This  includes  a  consideration  of  the  formulation  of  the  research
question, participant and sampling issues, the development of the topic guide and my
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approach to  the data-collection process.   This lays  the foundation for the second
section  of  the  chapter,  where  I  go  on  to  provide  a  step-by-step  account  of  how
participants' data were analysed and the techniques that I have used to produce my
findings.
C. Part Three: Findings
In Part  Three,  I  present  the findings from my analysis  of the accounts  of all  12
participants.  These comprise of three overarching master themes, which represent an
abstract  rendering of the most  important  and salient  aspects  of the experience  of
being unemployed with mental health issues for the group as a whole.   I  present
these findings in the form of three chapters, with each chapter dedicated to each one
of  the three master  themes,  as follows:  Chapter Six:  Fall  from Grace;  Chapter
Seven: Vulnerability; Chapter Eight: Angst.
D. Part Four: Discussion
In the fourth and final part of this thesis, I discuss my findings  by situating these
within the relevant academic literature, before going on to consider the value of my
work as a whole.  I start in Chapter Nine by exploring my findings in relation to a
range of relevant theory and research, before I consider the practical implications of
my work and offer some recommendations for further research.  In Chapter Ten, I
reflect on the research process that I have undertaken and appraise the value of my
work in the form of a critical assessment of the quality and validity of my research.
To  do  this,  I  make  use  of  two  sets  of  evaluative  guidelines  to  structure  my
assessment,  which permit the strengths and limitations of my research to be clearly
set out in a systematic and transparent manner.  Finally, I draw some conclusions
from my work and reflect on my research journey in a Phenomenological Epilogue.
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PART ONE: INTRODUCTION
In this first part, I provide an introduction to the subject matter of this thesis and re-
view the relevant literature.  I start in Chapter One by providing a Phenomenolo-
gical Prologue, where I describe the background development of my research, out-
line my aims, objectives and methodological approach, before going on to introduce
the two main concepts of unemployment and common mental health issues.  I define
both of these terms, as well as outline the nature and prevalence of these issues.
In the next two chapters, I go on to consider the broader context in which this thesis
is  set  by  considering  the  nature  of  the  relationship  between  unemployment  and
mental health.  I present separate narrative reviews of the main quantitative (Chapter
Two) and qualitative (Chapter Three) research evidence relating to what is known
of the association between unemployment and mental health, especially in relation to
university graduates.
I specifically focus on empirical studies that have provided descriptive accounts of
the nature of this relationship, rather than conceptual or theoretical explanations for
the observed effects between these phenomena.  My commitment to prioritising the
phenomenon of what it is like to be an unemployed university graduate with mental
health  issues  –  represented  by  participants'  experience  –  precluded  a  more
theoretically-driven examination of the literature at  this  stage,  which would have
prejudiced the data-collection and data-analysis processes to come.
I decided that a full systematic review was unnecessary for my purposes, as my aim
was to present an overview of the work in this area by juxtaposing and summarising
the main research findings and themes.  A full systematic review, by contrast, should
aim to answer a clearly specified question (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009), and may use
a  meta-synthesis  or  meta-analysis,  which  both  seek  to  develop  a  higher-order
understanding  by synthesising  the  findings  of  individual  studies  (Downe,  2008).
Nevertheless, my  review of the literature was carried out in a systematic manner,
using clearly defined and transparent steps to enhance the rigour and quality of my
research.
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1. Chapter One: A Phenomenological Prologue
1.1. Thesis Background and Rationale
Once students graduate and leave university there is a general expectation that they
will find suitable employment.  Unfortunately, significant numbers of graduates do
not simply 'walk' straight into their preferred jobs and careers; many are forced into
taking  on roles  outside  of  their  intended  career  plans  or  they experience  under-
employment, perhaps undertaking some form of part-time or voluntary work.  Some
choose  to  continue  their  studies  or  attempt  self-employment,  and  it  is  also  not
uncommon for graduates to endure intermittent and lengthy bouts of unemployment.
However, there are some graduates who do not manage to find anything at all; they
fail to make the expected transition from university into work and to compound their
plight they also struggle with common mental health issues.
The underlying motivation for this focus on unemployed university graduates with
common mental health issues is because I have been one of them.  I have a long-
standing  mental  health  issue  and  have  experienced  29 months  of  unemployment
between 2009 and 2012.  I found the experience to be a miserable one that is still
painfully close in my mind.  During this time, I remember ruminating on my place in
the world and contemplating other existential questions where hugely important life-
framing decisions seemed to have to be made.  Unfortunately, many other graduates
have experienced what I did and many more will do so in the future.
Given the wider context of the recent expansion of Higher Education in the UK and
the  high  levels  of  general  unemployment following  the  economic  contraction  of
2008/09, I thought it seemed appropriate to inquire further into the nature of the
relationship between unemployment and mental health in university graduates.  This
subject has received almost no national attention or publicity, and from the point-of-
view of the broader public consciousness, graduates seem to be a forgotten group.
My  initial  exploration  of  research  into  this  subject  matter  revealed  a  dearth  of
research and a clearly appreciable 'gap' in the literature.  University graduates are a
 4
particularly under-researched group, which is surprising considering their importance
to the global economy and the  high degree of  investment made by societies in this
group.
There  is  a  large  literature,  including  both  quantitative  and  qualitative  studies,
attached to unemployment and mental health, including the relationship between the
two, but there is little empirical data relating to unemployed graduates with mental
health  issues.   Moreover,  no  investigation  has  been  made  into  the  qualitative
experience of this group, leaving a number of unanswered questions relating to the
role  that  common  mental  health  issues  play  in  graduate  unemployment.   These
include their impact on graduates' ability to find and maintain employment, as well
as the risks for more longer-term unemployment.
The void of research on this subject matter provided an opportunity for my research
to begin to shed some light on these issues by conducting a qualitative exploration of
them.  This would provide rich and extensive data that would serve as a useful entrée
into  the  key  issues  for  this  group  of  graduates.   I  began  by  undertaking  an
investigation into the various approaches to qualitative research knowing that I was
primarily interested in what it was like to be an unemployed graduate with mental
health issues, and how these graduates viewed the world around them.  My study into
the types of approaches to qualitative research helped to clarify my understanding of
their own specific objectives and the different types of knowledge that they produce.
I  selected  a  phenomenological  approach  using  Interpretative  Phenomenological
Analysis (IPA) on the basis of its psychological and experiential stance that befitted
my research objectives, which were encapsulated in the research question.
1.2. Aims and Objectives
The purpose of this thesis is to explore the lived experience of what it is like to be an
unemployed university graduate with common mental health issues.  My use of a
phenomenological perspective using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA)
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means that I am able to investigate this subject matter by drawing out the personal
and subjective meanings that graduates ascribe to their experience.
IPA's theoretical basis in phenomenology (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009) means
that  I  prioritise  the  voices  of  university  graduates  and  their  own  meanings  and
understandings, rather than attempt to frame them within a pre-existing and abstract
conceptual structure.  The hermeneutic stance used by researchers in IPA research
(Smith,  Flowers  & Larkin,  2009)  means  that  my findings  are  the  outcome of  a
subjective  and  interpretative  process  of  co-construction  between  participants’
understanding of their experience and my own interpretative activity of their claims.
Given these commitments to IPA's methodological approach, this thesis is mostly
written  using  a  first-  or  second-person  narrative,  which  provides  an  accurate
representation of the actual roles of researcher and participants.  The use of the third-
person narrative is inappropriate because it implies that my work is conducted from
an objective and impersonal “god’s-eye view” (Putnam, 1981, p. 50) or “view from
nowhere”  (Nagel,  1986,  p.  5).   This  is  inconsistent  with  the  epistemological
assumptions that underpin my work and misrepresents the actual actions of myself as
the researcher and the participants.
My position  in  this  thesis  is  that  the  use of  an  IPA  qualitative  approach can  be
thought of as complementary to quantitative research.  I share the same positivist aim
of explicating the relationship between unemployment and mental health, including
the underlying cognitive-behavioural processes at work, but do so from a different
perspective.  Both unemployment and mental health issues are inextricably bound
together in a complex web of relationships: rather than artificially disentangle the
two  and  seek  explanations  of  our  experiences  in  cause-and-effect  terms,  as  is
practised in quantitative research, my focus was directed towards examining the co-
existence  of  these  phenomena as  a  unified  lived  experience  and its  meaning for
participants.
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1.3. Reflexivity and Reflectivity
I adopt a critically reflexive and reflective stance at all stages of my research, which
I document in the form of a running commentary throughout this thesis.  This is
integral to affirming the quality and validity of my work, given the central role of my
interpretative focus  (Smith, Flowers & Osborn, 1997).  Being alive to the reasons
why I  made particular  decisions,  as  well  as showing an active  awareness  of the
impact  that  my  actions  have  had  on  the  research  process,  helps  to  increase  the
confidence that may be had in the rigour of my work and the veracity of my claims.
My 'insider' status of having previous experience of being an unemployed university
graduate with common mental health issues is an integral and helpful part of this
process, as it has shaped this thesis and its outcomes,  especially during the data-
analysis  stage.   My  use  of  the  phenomenological  technique  of  'bracketing'  this
'insider' status, which I explain in more detail in Part Two of this thesis, is critical to
this process and has helped to ensure that my 'insider' status did not introduce undue
bias or a narrow and constricted view of the data.
1.4. Defining My Terms: Unemployment and Common Mental
       Health Issues
The two key terms or concepts that are the central focus in this thesis are unemploy-
ment and common mental health issues.  Unemployment is essentially a practical
matter: it refers to those individuals out of work or a job, who are willing and avail-
able to work, and who are actively looking for work for a continuous period of time
(Barham, 2002), with a duration of 12 months or longer deemed to be long-term un-
employment (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD),
2012).  Mental health, by contrast, and its opposite state, mental ill health, are much
more complex phenomena.  Mental health is a broad term and there are numerous
conceptions  and definitions of the phenomenon.   The World Health Organization
(WHO), for example, has defined it as:
“... more than just the absence of mental disorders or dis-
abilities  ...  .   Mental  health  is  a  state  of  well-being  in
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which an individual realizes his or her own abilities, can
cope with the normal stresses of life, can work product-
ively and is able to make a contribution to his or her com-
munity” (2014, paras. 1-2).
This  definition  suggests  that  mental  health  is  much broader  than  the  biomedical
approach would allow (Engel, 1977).  It places the individual in a broader context
that  also  takes  into  consideration  psychological,  social  and  economic  criteria  for
constituting  mental  health.   Interestingly,  this  definition  considers  work  or
employment to be a pre-requisite for mental health.
Similarly, there is a wide range of opinion as to what constitutes mental ill health or
disorder, and further, how to demarcate or classify the diverse array of phenomena
considered  to  be  indicative  of  mental  abnormality  (Berrios,  1999;  Kato,  2011;
Katschnig,  2010).  For example,  two of the most  well-established and influential
systems  that  provide  classification/diagnostic  criteria  for  mental  ill  health  –  the
International Classification of Diseases (ICD) (e.g., WHO, 1992) and the Diagnostic
and  Statistical  Manual  of  Mental  Disorders  (DSM)  (e.g.,  American  Psychiatric
Association (APA), 2013) – have significant differences and disagreements between
them (First, 2009), and there is ongoing debate about how to best reconcile these
differences  (Goldberg, 2010).
The focus of this thesis is on those types of mental ill health that have been grouped
together under the general label of 'Common Mental Disorders' (CMDs).  CMDs are,
as the name suggests, the most prevalent of the mental disorders (Goldberg & Hux-
ley, 1992; Meltzer, Gill & Petticrew, 1995).  They are associated with emotional and
physical distress, and an impaired capacity to function (be it physical, social or occu-
pational)  to varying degrees,  although insight  and cognition usually remain  unaf-
fected (Lelliott et al., 2008; McManus et al., 2009).
CMDs include a range of disorders and comprise a number of different types of de-
pression and anxiety, which include: depressive disorder  (including mild, moderate
and severe), mixed anxiety-depressive disorder, generalised anxiety disorder (GAD),
panic disorder, phobias, and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) (McManus et al.,
2009;  National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE), 2011).  These
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different types frequently co-exist and individuals often present symptoms of two or
more different CMDs, with mixed anxiety-depressive disorder being the most com-
mon of these (Goldberg & Huxley, 1992; McManus et al., 2009; Meltzer, Gill & Pet-
ticrew, 1995).
Although CMDs are typically less disabling than major mental disorders, such as
psychosis, they do vary considerably in the severity and duration of their symptoms
(McManus et al., 2009).  Some are often an appropriate response to a recognisable
source, such as a major life change or crisis, and may be relatively mild and short in
duration; while others may be more severe and enduring, following a lifelong course
of recurrence and remission with no clearly identifiable cause (Lelliott  et al., 2008;
Thornicroft & Sartorius, 1993).  However, CMDs are generally regarded to be treat-
able using medication, counselling and therapy (McManus et al., 2009).
My phenomenological stance in this thesis, using an IPA approach (Smith, Flowers
& Larkin,  2009) – where I  prioritise the voices of university graduates  and their
meanings and understandings – means that I do not consider the terms 'unemploy-
ment' and 'common mental disorders' to be singular and fixed referents that are ob-
jectively understood to hold the same meaning for all participants.  Instead, I exam-
ine these phenomena from the perspective of participants who actively construe these
'realities' in their own idiosyncratic and interpreted manner.  
For this reason, I use the more neutral term 'common mental health issues' instead of
the medicalised term 'common mental disorders' in this thesis.  In doing so, I avoided
implying that these issues were necessarily problematic for participants,  nor did I
wish to prejudice their  accounts with a biomedical perspective,  and its associated
connotations, by using the terms 'disorder', 'condition' or 'illness'.
1.5. Prevalence of Mental Health Issues
There are no available data relating to the prevalence of mental health issues in uni-
versity graduates who are unemployed, although there are a number of general stat-
istics that provide an insight into the current extent of mental health issues in the na-
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tional population.  In a major study into the prevalence of both treated and untreated
mental health issues in adults aged 16 and older, the Adult Psychiatric Mortality Sur-
vey (APMS) of private households in England (excluding individuals in institutions)
reported in 2007 that nearly one person in four (23 percent) had at least one mental
health issue and 7.2 percent had two or more mental health issues (McManus et al.,
2009).
The study also found that common mental health issues were the most widespread of
mental  health  issues,  with  16.2  percent  of  adults  having  at  least  one  of  these.
Moreover, those aged 55 years and over experienced less depression and anxiety than
younger people, and women were more susceptible to developing  common mental
health issues than men (McManus  et al., 2009), which accords with other findings
(Slade et al., 2009; Weich, Sloggett & Lewis, 1998).  The high number of reported
cases of mental health issues in general, as well as the greater prevalence of common
mental health issues, mean that the economic and social costs are high, especially in
terms of  worklessness  /  unemployment (NICE, 2004),  which is  the focus of  this
thesis.
1.6. University Graduate Unemployment and Underemployment
The phenomenon of persistent university graduate unemployment and underemploy-
ment on a significant scale is a recent one.  Its origins can be traced back to the 1990s
when there was a substantial  expansion of university places,  which increased the
numbers of graduates leaving university.   This significantly changed the graduate
employment market and created fierce competition among graduates for scarce jobs
(Elias & Purcell, 2004).
The extent of university graduate unemployment in the UK is well documented.  For
example, the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) (2011) surveyed 49,065
graduates and found that 27.7 percent of those leaving university in 2007 were still
not in full-time work three-and-a-half years later.  Of these graduates, 8.8 percent
were in part-time or voluntary work, 5.3 percent were working and studying, 6.5 per-
cent were just studying and 3.6 percent gave their response as 'other', leaving 3.5 per-
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cent considered unemployed.  A report by The Office for National Statistics (ONS)
(2012) noted that the unemployment rate for graduates had risen sharply due to the
recession of 2008.  In the final quarter of 2011, graduate unemployment stood at 18.9
percent, meaning that almost one in every 5 new graduates was unemployed.
More recently in 2013, a report produced by the Higher Education Careers Service
Unit (HECSU) and the Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services (AGCAS)
provided a snapshot of the destination of 242,285 graduates, six months after leaving
university in 2013.  They found that 67.7 percent were in employment, although 8.5
percent were unemployed, 5.9 percent were working and studying at the same time
and  13 percent had pursued further study or training (HECSU & AGCAS, 2013).
These unemployment statistics for university graduates are congruent with the high
levels of youth unemployment in general.  For example, 721,000 individuals aged 16
to 24 (excluding people in full-time education) were unemployed between June and
August  2011,  the  highest  figure  since  comparable  records  began  in  1992  (ONS,
2011).
Graduate underemployment is also high, as those graduates who are unable to secure
graduate-level roles are forced into jobs that do not require degrees.  Further data re-
leased by The Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2012) demonstrated that the per-
centage of graduates underemployed in jobs not needing degrees had increased from
26.7 percent in 2001 to 35.9 percent in 2011.  This meant that more than one in three
recent graduates were underemployed compared with more than one in four back in
2001.  An indication of the intense competition among graduates for graduate-level
jobs has been provided by The Association of Graduate Recruiters (AGR) (2011) sur-
vey of 144 leading employers.  It revealed that these firms received an average of 83
applications for every graduate vacancy, which was almost double the number of 49
in 2009.
 
These figures, which demonstrate a continuing trend of high graduate unemployment
and underemployment, are concurrent with an increasing level of graduate debt.  The
average  UK  graduate  debt  was  predicted  to  reach  £26,100  for  those  students
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commencing  their  studies  in  2011,  rising  to  £53,400  for  students  beginning  the
following year  in  2012, after  the increased tuition fees in  England (Push, 2011).
Taken as a whole, the present economic environment for both university students and
graduates  is  likely  to  further  intensify  the  political  question  of  the  nature  and
importance of the economic role played by university graduates.
1.7. Chapter Summary
In this chapter, I have provided an introduction to the subject matter of this thesis.  I
have described the background development of my research, outlined my aims, ob-
jectives and methodological approach, and introduced the two main concepts of un-
employment and common mental health issues.  This has provided the basis upon
which I go on to consider the nature of the relationship between unemployment and
mental health, by reviewing the main research evidence on this topic.
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2.  Chapter Two: The Relationship between
                              Unemployment and Mental Health:
                              A Review of the Quantitative 
                              Literature
2.1. Introduction
In this chapter,  I present a narrative review of the main quantitative research evid-
ence relating to the nature of the relationship between unemployment and common
mental health issues.  My review of this literature was carried out in a  systematic
manner using clearly defined and transparent steps, and I begin by describing this
process below.
2.2. Literature Review Process
My literature review procedure comprised three stages:  (1) formulation of a review
objective and inclusion criteria, (2) devising a search strategy, and (3) identification
and selection of relevant literature, which I describe in detail below.
2.2.1. (1) Review Objective and Inclusion Criteria
I started by formulating a clear objective for this review, which was to provide an
overview of  the  evidence  of  the  relationship  between unemployment  and mental
health,  with  a  particular  focus  on  this  relationship  in  a  university  graduate
population.  I developed inclusion criteria based on this objective, which defined the
specific  characteristics  to  be  possessed  by any study for  it  to  be  considered  for
inclusion in my review.  These included: quantitative research designs that focused
on  associations/correlations  between  (un)employment  and  mental  health  in
(un)employed individuals (including university graduates)  with or without  mental
health issues.   See Table 2.1.  below for a detailed specification of my choice of
inclusion criteria.
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Table 2.1. Inclusion Criteria for Studies to be Included in Quantitative Review
Review objective? To provide an overview of the evidence 
of the relationship between 
unemployment and mental health, with a 
particular focus on this relationship in a 
university graduate population.
Participants? Unemployed/employed and those 
with/without common mental health 
issues; university graduates.
What will be reviewed? Outcome variables: mental health 
(deterioration/improvement of mental 
health, well-being, symptoms of 
psychiatric morbidity in relation to  
unemployment/employment); 
unemployment/employment (duration, 
no. of incidences).
How will it be reviewed? Associations/correlations between 
unemployment and mental health using 
measures of these variables (self-report 
questionnaires/interviews).
Where? Unspecified; all locations and contexts.
Study design? Quantitative research designs: cross-
sectional, longitudinal (cohort, follow-up
studies), meta-analysis.
2.2.2. (2) Search Strategy
My search strategy refers to the various methods that I employed to identify the data
relevant to my review objective.  As my purpose was to provide a general summary
of the main evidence, I required an amount of research that was wide-ranging rather
than exhaustive, and so I carried out a broad search of the literature.
I  began my search by carrying out preliminary or 'scoping' searches,  which were
undertaken to gain an overview of the volume and type of research evidence that was
available, and to speedily identify the key studies.  To do this, I made use of two or
three major electronic databases and used simple search terms, which was sufficient
to  give  an  indication  of  the  volume and type  of  studies  that  I  would  find  when
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carrying out my main search.  The outcome of these searches helped to finalise my
choice of inclusion criteria.
I commenced a formal search of the literature by using the University of Liverpool's
DISCOVER: Health and Life Sciences service (EBSCOhost search engine).  This
enabled the simultaneous search (with the automatic removal of duplicates) of the
following major multi-disciplinary bibliographic databases: ScienceDirect, Scopus,
Web  of  Knowledge;  along  with  the  more  specialist  databases  relating  to  health:
CINAHL Plus, MEDLINE, PubMed, UK PubMed Central, The Cochrane Library;
and the social sciences: PsycINFO and PsycARTICLES.
Each of  these  databases  provided access  to  a  vast  number  of  academic  journals,
books,  book  chapters,  conference  papers,  dissertations/theses  and  reports.   My
searches  of  these  databases  were  also  supplemented  with  the  screening  of  the
reference lists of key papers.  I also consulted government databases and documents,
as well as the unpublished 'grey'  literature by making use of the British Library's
EthOS service, which provides access to UK doctoral theses.
I initially carried out advanced searches using free-text (keyword) searching of terms
used in key papers that I had identified during my scoping searches.  I was able to
refine these as I became familiar with significant keywords that emerged during my
search.   I  made  use  of  Boolean  operators  and  wildcard/truncation  symbols  to
combine terms,  which helped to broaden or narrow my search depending on my
needs.
2.2.3. (3) Identification and Selection of Relevant Literature
All searches that retrieved 1000 or less results were manually screened using my
inclusion criteria to determine if they should be included in my review.  I excluded
any search results over this number, deeming these search terms to be too broad in
scope.  I conducted separate searches of both the titles and abstracts of papers using
the same search terms, which was especially useful for those search terms that were
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too broad in scope and returning thousands of results.  In these cases, I significantly
reduced the quantity of results by screening those papers with the search terms in
their title only.  I retrieved any full-text articles if their abstracts provided insufficient
information  to  determine  selection.   A full  record  of  my  search  and  screening
process, including my search terms, search results and the number of papers retained
from these searches can be found in Appendices I and II.
I retained a total of 557 papers from my searches, to which I added a further 22
articles that I identified from government documents and the reference lists of these
papers.  These papers served as a pool of literature and from which I selected those
studies  that  were the most  suitable for my review.   Given that my purpose is  to
present  an  overview  of  the main  quantitative  research  findings  relating  to  the
different aspects of the association between unemployment and mental health, my
review of the evidence is by no means exhaustive.  This subject matter has attracted a
vast amount of research and so the citations given are an indication of some of the
research undertaken in this area.
2.3. The Relationship between Unemployment and Mental Health
The relationship between unemployment and mental health has attracted an extensive
amount of quantitative research from a range of different disciplines and perspectives
within the social sciences, especially over the last 35 years.  This work has been un-
dertaken in numerous countries and used both cross-sectional and longitudinal re-
search designs, employing wide-ranging samples in respect of age and other demo-
graphic variables, including; socio-economic status, level of education, occupation
and income level.
2.3.1. The Impact of Unemployment on Mental Health
There is a substantial body of research that demonstrates strong cumulative evidence
for the causation hypothesis, which contends that unemployment is deleterious to
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mental health.  In a meta-analysis of 104 empirical studies that investigated this rela-
tionship,  McKee-Ryan  et al.  (2005) found that unemployed individuals had lower
psychological well-being than those who were employed.  For example, unemploy-
ment  has been found to be associated with feelings of  inadequacy,  lowered self-
esteem and self-belief, increased stress, depressed mood, loss of meaning and pur-
pose, greater apathy and social isolation (Björklund & Eriksson, 1998; Cohn, 1978;
Creed, Lehmann & Hood, 2009; Feather & Barber, 1983; Tiggemann & Winefield,
1984; Waddell & Burton, 2006; Warr, Jackson & Banks, 1982).
The majority of this evidence, however, describes the mental health effects of unem-
ployment in terms of a lowered psychological well-being, or as Jahoda (1988) de-
scribed it: “a lowered degree of positive mental health” (p. 20) relative to those in
employment.  This more general diminished state of mental health is quite different
from the presence of psychiatric disorder, such as the common mental health issues
of interest in this thesis.
There is strong evidence that unemployment is associated with increased levels of
minor or common mental health issues (Waddell & Burton, 2006).  For example, the
UK  National  Survey  of  Psychiatric  Morbidity  reported  that  unemployment  was
strongly associated with mental health issues (Jenkins et al., 1997).  In a meta-ana-
lytic study of 237 cross-sectional and 87 longitudinal studies, which covered 458,820
participants, an increase in psychological problems of possible clinical severity from
16 percent to 34 percent for unemployed individuals was also found (Paul & Moser,
2009).
2.3.2. The Impact of Mental Health on Unemployment and Capacity to Work
The impact of pre-existing common mental health issues on unemployment circum-
stances, capacity to work and opportunities to move into employment has received
much less attention in the research literature.  Mental health issues are strongly asso-
ciated  with  unemployment  and  are  now the  most  frequently  reported  reason  for
claiming health-related incapacity/unemployment benefits (Cattrell et al., 2011; Gov-
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ernment Office for Science, 2008).  UK Government statistics in 2009/10 reported
that 42 percent of the 2.6 million people on health-related incapacity/unemployment
benefits were doing so primarily because of mental health issues; yet these figures
excluded those individuals whose mental health issues were secondary, but also im-
plicated in their inability to work (Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) & De-
partment of Health (DoH), 2009; H.M. Government, 2010).
There is a growing body of evidence to support the selection hypothesis, which con-
tends that  poor mental health leads to unemployment (Bartley, 1994; Heponiemi et
al.,  2007;  Leach  et  al.,  2010;  Leino-Arjas  et  al.,  1999;  Olesen,  Butterworth  &
Rodgers, 2012; Whooley et al., 2002).  Poor mental health may also hinder an indi-
vidual's  capacity  and  willingness  to  seek  out  employment  opportunities  (Dooley,
Catalano & Brownell,  1986; Kasl, 1982), and those with better mental health are
more likely to enter employment (Hamilton, Merrigan & Dufresne, 1997; Schaufeli
& VanYperen, 1992).
For example, research using panel data from a US national survey by Dooley, Prause
and Ham-Rowbottom (2000) found that depressive symptoms were a predictor of un-
employment two years later in a sample of employed adults in their early thirties.
Also making use of panel data from a national survey in Australia, Butterworth et al.
(2012)  similarly  found  that  individuals  with  pre-existing  CMDs  spent  a  greater
period of time unemployed over a four year period than those with better mental
health.  There is also evidence to suggest that the likelihood of a return to work for
those with mental health issues diminishes as the length of their unemployment in-
creases (Blank et al., 2008; DWP & DoH, 2009).
Common mental  health  issues  are  also strongly associated with sickness absence
from work, with one in five days estimated to be lost from work in the UK due to
mixed anxiety-depressive disorder alone (Das-Munshi et al., 2008).  Gabbay, Shiels
and Hillage's (2015) large-scale study of sickness certification by GPs also provides
evidence relating to the high prevalence of mental health-related sickness absence,
and also suggests that this is an upward trend.   These researchers compiled a data-
base of 25,078 fit notes issued to patients over a 12-month period at 68 general prac-
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tices in eight regions of England, Wales and Scotland between 2011 and 2013, along
with sick note data collected in 2001-02 from seven of these practices for comparat-
ive purposes.  They found that the proportion of sickness absence due to common
mental health issues rose from 26 percent to 38 percent between 2001-02 and 2011-
13, and represented almost one in three (over 32 percent) of the fit notes issued to pa-
tients in all 68 practices in 2011-13.
2.3.3. The Bi-directional Relationship between Unemployment and
          Mental Health: 
                              
Evidence of unemployment leading to poor mental health (causation hypothesis) and
poor mental health leading to unemployment (selection hypothesis) points towards a
bi-directional relationship between the two.  Making use of panel data from a na-
tional survey in Australia, Olesen et al. (2013) carried out a closer inspection of the
bi-directional relationship between mental health and unemployment.  They reported
that poorer mental health was both a consequence and determinant of unemployment,
and that for men in particular, mental health was a stronger determinant of future un-
employment than unemployment was a determinant of future mental health.
If there is a bi-directional relationship between unemployment and mental health,
then it follows that unemployment for those with pre-existing mental health issues
could  aggravate  or  even compound their  mental  health  issues,  which  might  then
hinder their ability to obtain or maintain subsequent employment. Moreover, unem-
ployment for those without pre-existing mental health issues risk a deterioration in
their  mental  health,  which  also  might  hinder  their  ability  to  obtain  or  maintain
work/employment.  The bi-directional relationship between unemployment and men-
tal health therefore may be circular and self-reinforcing, leading those who are unem-
ployed with mental health issues to become entrenched in their mental health-related
difficulties and unemployment (Fryer, 1997; Hammarström & Janlert, 1997).
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2.3.4. Temporal Aspects to the Relationship between Unemployment and Mental
          Health
A further aspect to the relationship between unemployment and mental health that
has received much less attention relates to how they both change over time (Butter-
worth et al., 2012).  Due to difficulties in gaining access to appropriate longitudinal
data, there has been little research that has examined the temporal dimensions of re-
currence and duration among mental health symptoms and periods of unemployment.
Of this work, it has been demonstrated that longer-term unemployment is more con-
ducive to poorer mental health than unemployment in the short-term  (Banks & Jack-
son,  1982;  Mossakowski,  2009;  Paul  &  Moser,  2009;  Singleton  et  al.,  2001;
Stankunas et al., 2006; Winefield & Tiggemann, 1990).  However, there is also some
evidence to suggest that individuals adjust to their unemployment over time (Dooley,
Fielding & Levi, 1996) and that after an initial period of decline in mental health dur-
ing the first  six months of unemployment  or so, there is a period of stabilisation
thereafter. (Dooley,  Catalano & Rook, 1988; Thomas, Benzeval & Stansfeld, 2005;
Warr, 1984, 1985).
Other research has even found evidence of an improvement in mental health after
two years of unemployment (Payne, 1987), and so the precise effects of long-term
unemployment on mental health therefore remain uncertain (Iversen & Sabroe, 1988;
Payne, 1987; Stokes & Cochrane, 1984).
2.3.5. The Relationship between Employment and Mental Health
Research suggests that a return to employment from unemployment is related to an
improvement  in  mental  health  (Graetz,  1993;  Green,  2011;  Jackson  et  al.,  1983;
Payne & Jones, 1987; Prause & Dooley, 2001; Thomas, Benzeval & Stansfeld, 2005;
Warr & Jackson, 1985), and has been demonstrated to boost self-esteem and alleviate
symptoms, dependency and reduce the likelihood of relapse (Crowther et al., 2001;
Dewa & Lin, 2000; Dooley, Catalano & Wilson, 1994; Ford et al., 2010; Hudson et
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al., 2009).  The benefits of employment on mental health include a combination of:
economic  (e.g.,  income  and  access  to  material  resources);  social  (e.g.,  social
identity/role and status, access to social networks and support); and psychological
factors, such as regular activity, time structure, a sense of meaning,  collective pur-
pose  and achievement (Dooley,  Fielding & Levi, 1996; Fryer, 1986; Jahoda, 1981,
1982).
However, it may be an oversimplification to suggest that all employment per se is
conducive to better mental health, as any benefits of work may be dependent on the
nature of its psychosocial characteristics.  As Warr (1987) points out: both employ-
ment and unemployment can have positive and negative effects on mental health.
For example,  jobs with negative psychosocial  characteristics (e.g.,  high work de-
mands,  low  control,  insecurity)  have  been  connected  with  poorer  mental  health
(Karasek, 1979; Siegrist, 1996; Stansfeld & Candy, 2006; Stansfeld et al., 2012).
Moreover, low quality work may be more detrimental to mental health than remain-
ing unemployed (Broom  et al.,  2006; Butterworth  et al., 2011, 2013).  These ob-
served  variations  in  the  relationship  between  (un)employment  and  mental  health
demonstrate  the  complexity  of  this  association  and  belie  commonsensical  and
simplistic notions of work as 'good' and unemployment as 'bad' (Ezzy, 1993).
2.4. The Relationship between Unemployment and Mental Health in
       University Graduates
In this section, I provide a more detailed critical appraisal of the quantitative literat-
ure that has specifically investigated the relationship between unemployment and
mental health in university graduates.  An important theoretical distinction needs to
be made between the literature discussed above, which tends to focus on involuntary
job loss as an entry path into unemployment, and the participants in this thesis, who
have graduated into unemployment.  This difference in status, of not having experi-
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enced a job loss, is important and may be likely to affect the nature of the experi-
ence.
In addition, the relationship between unemployment and mental health has generally
been investigated using mixed samples that differ in respect of age and other demo-
graphic variables, including: socio-economic status, occupation and level of educa-
tion.  Given that the experience of unemployment has been demonstrated to vary de-
pending on these variables (Daniel, 1974; Feather, 1990; Fineman, 1979; Hartley,
1980;  Hepworth,  1980;  Jackson & Warr,  1984;  Kaufman,  1982;  Payne,  Warr  &
Hartley, 1984; Schaufeli, 1988), these studies risk underestimating the complexity of
the issues in different populations and situations, such as those with higher level
qualifications like the university graduates of interest in this thesis.
2.4.1. Literature Review Process
To carry out this review, I used the pool of literature assembled from my literature re-
view process, which was described above in section 2.2.  I selected those papers with
a focus on university graduates or young professionals and screened these by obtain-
ing the full-text papers of all eligible studies.  I then reviewed these using my inclu-
sion criteria to determine if they should proceed to the quality assessment stage.  This
process led to 61 out of 67 articles being excluded, mostly due to a lack of focus on
unemployment and mental health.  Despite the great deal of empirical attention given
to the relationship between unemployment and mental health, there is a paucity of
evidence and no continuity of research into this relationship in university graduates.
I present a summary of the studies and their key characteristics relevant to my inclu-
sion criteria in Table 2.2. shown below.
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 Table 2.2. Key Characteristics of Selected Studies
Study/Focus Country Study 
Design
Participants/ Setting Sample Characteristics Recruitment strategy Data-collection and Time Frame
Burke & Macdermid  
(1999)                                
Recent business school 
graduates' views on their ca-
reer and economic prospects 
Canada Cross-sec-
tional self-
report 
question-
naire
Business school 
graduates from a 
Canadian university 
between 1989 to 1995
217 respondents  (92 females) 
even distribution over
the seven graduating classes;
60% between 26 and 30 years 
old
Names and addresses 
of all graduates 
obtained from central 
alumni directory
Data collected over 6 week period;
late questionnaire returns were 
included in analysis; 40% response
rate
Cassidy (1994)             
Compared the psychological 
impact of employment and 
unemployment in recent uni-
versity graduates
UK Cross-sec-
tional self-
report 
question-
naire
Graduates drawn from a
cohort of students who 
graduated from a 
University in 1992
181 respondents (105 
females); 88 employed and 93 
unemployed; no ages given
No details given Data collected in March 1993, 9 
months after graduation; Of 200 
questionnaires sent out, 160 
graduates responded?
Cassidy & Wright (2008)  
Transition from student to 
graduate, including the im-
pact of employment, under-
employment and unemploy-
ment on their psychological 
distress, achievement motiv-
ation, optimism, perceived 
social support and health be-
haviour 
UK 15-21 
month pro-
spective 
cohort 
study
Students/ graduates 
drawn from a cohort 
who graduated from a 
degree programme at a 
University in 2001
248 respondents (175 
females); all between 19 and 
28 years old; at second 
assessment 173 employed, 49 
unemployed and 26 in further 
study
Final year students 
contacted at a 
University
Data collected: first assessment 
made in final year 6-9 months 
before graduation); second 
assessment made 9-12 months 
post-graduation; Of  512 
participants, only 248 graduates 
completed the second assessment
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Study/Focus Country Study 
Design
Participants/ 
Setting
Sample Characteristics Recruitment 
strategy
Data-collection and Time Frame
Feather & Bond (1983)  
Impact of unemployment 
and employment on gradu-
ates, focusing on their self-
esteem, depression, beliefs 
relating to employment im-
portance, and their time 
structure and purpose
Australia Cross-
sectional 
self-report
question-
naire
Former students 
who graduated 
from a University 
in 1979 and 1980
298 respondents
43 unemployed (30 females)
mean age 26.45 years, mean
unemployment length 29.70
weeks
255 employed (99 females) 
mean age 26.46 years, mean
length of present 
employment 19.60 months
No details 
given
Data collected in 1981; 959 questionnaires sent 
out, 47% response rate – excluded those in casual,
part-time jobs or further study
Lacković-Grgin et al. 
(1996)                                
Relationship between length 
of unemployment and self-
esteem, general life-satisfac-
tion and social support in 
graduates
Croatia Cross-
sectional 
self-report
question-
naire
Unemployed 
university 
graduates
98 respondents (67 
females); mean age 27 years
and 3 months
All respondents
were registered
at an 
Unemployment
Registry Office
No details given
Schaufeli & VanYperen 
(1992)                               
Relationship between unem-
ployment/ employment and 
psychological distress in 
graduates
Nether-
lands
12 and 24 
month 
prospect-
ive cohort
study
Students/ 
graduates from a
technical college (a
higher education 
institution)
Sample one: 635 students 
leaving technical college 
(37% female) mean age 
22.8 years
Sample two: 467 technical 
college graduates who had 
been unemployed for more 
than one year (56% female) 
mean age 29.8 years
Unemployed 
graduates were 
registered with 
the Labor 
Office
Sample one: Questionnaire sent to 1524 students 
(635 responded) six months before graduation in 
1986, then four follow-up points at six month 
intervals; 389 respondents successfully completed
all five questionnaires
Sample two: Questionnaires sent to 1136 
unemployed graduates (467 responded) in 1987, 
then  a follow-up one year later; 166 respondents 
successfully completed both questionnaires
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2.4.2. Quality Assessment of Selected Studies
In line with the systematic nature of my review process, I standardised the evaluation
process by considering each of these studies against key criteria and questions for as-
sessing the quality of the quantitative research.   In devising the questions, I was
guided by some generic evaluation tools for assessing the quality of quantitative re-
search (i.e., Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP), 2013; Long et al., 2002)
and their relevance to the design of the studies included in my review (e.g., prospect-
ive cohort design).
The final framework comprises 29 questions, which are grouped into six sections re-
lating to the main sections of a research report.  These are: (i) Introduction (e.g.,
clear rationale for study) (ii) Method (e.g., design, participants, materials and pro-
cedure) (iii) Analysis/Results (e.g., appropriate use and reporting of statistics) (iv)
Discussion (e.g., considered limitations, generalisability of results) (v) Ethics (e.g.,
evidence of following a professional/institutional code of conduct), and (vi) Report-
ing (e.g., clarity and coherence).
All  questions are phrased so that they can be answered categorically,  using 'yes',
'somewhat' and 'no' response options.  A 'yes' response indicates that I was satisfied
the study fulfils the requirements conveyed in the question; 'somewhat' where these
requirements are partly met, and; 'no' if they are not met at all.  Rather than use the
framework to establish a quality standard below which a study would be excluded, I
used it as a means of gaining an understanding of the relative strengths and weak-
nesses of the available evidence, which helped to inform my overall assessment of
the selected literature (Miller, Bonas & Dixon Woods, 2007; Noyes & Popay, 2007).
For this reason, it was unnecessary in my assessment to  assign each study a total
quality score.  The full framework and the results of my quality assessment of the se-
lected literature are presented in Table 2.3. shown below.
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Table 2.3. Results of Quality Assessment for Selected Studies
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INTRODUCTION
(1) Has the rationale for the study been clearly     dis-
cussed?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(2) Has the study been placed in context of the relev-
ant literature and discussed in relation to this work?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(3) Have the study aims/hypotheses been clearly 
stated?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
METHOD
(4) Is the research design defensible? Yes Some-
what
Yes Yes Yes Yes
(5) Does the research design enable the aims of the 
research to be met?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(6) Is the sample appropriate for the aims of the study
(e.g., representative of target population)?
Yes Some-
what
Yes Yes Some-
what
Yes
(7) Is the sample size sufficient for the study aims 
and to warrant the conclusions drawn?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Some-
what
Yes
(8) Have the appropriate details about the sample rel-
evant to the topic been given (e.g., age, sex, length of
unemployment/ employment)?
Yes No Yes Yes No Yes
(9) Have details about how the sample was selected 
been given?
Some-
what
No Yes Some-
what
No Yes
(10) Has appropriate consideration been given to re-
sponse attrition/non-response rate and reasons why?
Yes No Yes Yes No Yes
(11) Have the study materials/measures been suffi-
ciently described?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Some-
what
(12) Are the measures appropriate for the study aims? Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(13) Are the measures well-validated? No Some-
what
Yes Yes No Yes
(14) Was the time scale of measurement appropriate 
for the study aims?
/ / Yes / / Yes
(15) Has the research procedure been sufficiently ex-
plained (e.g., how questionnaires were 
administered)?
Some-
what
No Some-
what
Yes No Some-
what
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ANALYSIS/RESULTS
(16) Have the appropriate statistical techniques been 
used
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(17) Has bias and any confounding factors been 
taken into account/controlled for?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(18) Have the appropriate statistical values been 
presented clearly and coherently?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Some-
what
Yes
(19) Are the results convincing (e.g., size of differ-
ence/effect, range of confidence intervals)
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
DISCUSSION
              (20) Does the research address its original aims and
purpose?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(21) Are the links between data, interpretation and 
conclusions clear?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(22) Have the findings been discussed in light of the 
relevant research evidence?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(23) Has knowledge/understanding been extended by
the research?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(24) Have the limitations of the study been acknow-
ledged?
Yes Yes No Yes No No
(25) Have the implications of the findings for theory 
and practice been considered?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Some-
what
(26) Has the scope for drawing wider inference/ gen-
eralisability been considered?
No Yes Yes Yes Yes No
(27) Have suggestions for future research been 
made?
Yes Yes No Yes No No
ETHICS
(28) Is there evidence of attention to ethical issues? No No Some-
what
Some-
what
No No
REPORTING
(29) Has the research process been documented ad-
equately and clearly?
Yes Some-
what
Yes Yes Some-
what
Yes
Key:  '/' This criterion was not applicable to the study
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The results of my quality assessment revealed that the overall standard of the selec-
ted studies was good, although their main weaknesses tend to cluster around missing
details  pertaining to  their  method,  especially in  relation to sample characteristics
(e.g., selection, representation and response rate) and the procedural aspects of their
research (e.g., how the questionnaires were administered).  Some of the measures
used had not been properly validated, although the low internal reliability of these
scales was in cases where the measures had been designed specifically for the pur-
poses of the study.   In addition, it is also worth noting the absence of attention to
ethical issues in the authors' reporting of their studies.
2.4.3. Key findings of Selected Studies
In this section, I discuss the main findings of the selected studies described above.  I
start by providing a summary of the main findings of each of the studies in Table 2.4.
shown below, highlighting their main strengths and limitations, which have been es-
tablished in my quality assessment above.  This information is helpful in trying to
account for any discrepancies in the findings reported in the literature.
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Table 2.4. Main Findings, Strengths and Limitations of Selected Studies
              Study                                               Main Findings  Strengths of Study                     Limitations of Study
Burke &                 
Macdermid (1999)
Respondents optimistic about career prospects despite national economic 
difficulties; greater career optimism associated with better work outcomes,
fewer stressors at work and greater psychological well-being; mixed views
on extent to which respondents felt they had been prepared for work after 
study
Provides insight into 
views of recent 
graduates about ca-
reer prospects
Views of broad range
of graduates spanning
1989-95
Low response rate – no data from 60% of 
sample
Ad hoc measures, created for use in study, had 
only moderate levels of reliability (e.g., internal
consistency: α = < 0.7)
Exploratory study focused on generating 
appropriate research questions, rather than 
testing specific hypotheses
Cassidy (1994) Unemployed graduates did not experience significantly greater psycholo-
gical distress  than their employed counterparts, which may be due to their
more positive approach to problem solving, higher achievement motiva-
tion, higher perceived social support, being more assertive and feeling less
hopeless
These findings may be explained by employed graduates being in jobs that
did not meet their expectations or aspirations, which may be more psycho-
logically distressing in the short-term than being unemployed and hopeful
Compares unem-
ployed and employed
graduates on various 
indices
Offers theoretical ex-
planations for con-
trary findings
Small sample size
Cursory information about method, including 
missing details about participants (e.g., age, 
type of degree, how selected, length of time 
employed) and reasons for non-response rate 
Cross-sectional nature of study means cause-
effect relationships among variables remain 
unclear and should be treated with caution
Cassidy & Wright 
(2008)
Both unemployment and underemployment have detrimental effects on 
psychological and physical health, perceived social support, optimism and
achievement motivation
Finding employment congruent with career plan is beneficial to psycholo-
gical health
Longitudinal nature 
of comparison 
between unemployed 
and employed stu-
dents/graduates
Extends Cassidy's 
(1994) analysis
High attrition rate at second assessment
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    Study                                        Main Findings                   Strengths of Study                     Limitations of Study
Feather & 
Bond 
(1983)
Unemployed graduates had more depressive symptoms and were 
less organised and purposeful with their time than their employed 
counterparts;
For both employed / unemployed graduates, time structure and 
purpose was positively associated with self-esteem and negatively 
associated with depressive symptoms;
For unemployed graduates, higher employment importance associ-
ated with difficulty in use of time; but for employed graduates, 
higher employment importance associated with better use of time
Examined a variety of variables relevant 
to unemployment in a graduate population
Ties findings into theoretical models of 
unemployment and considers generalisab-
ility of findings
53% Non-response rate means results should be
treated with caution. Anonymity of sample 
meant non-respondents could not be contacted, 
so no information about this group was 
available
Cross-sectional nature of study means cause-
effect relationships among variables remain 
unclear and should be treated with caution
Lacković-
Grgin et 
al. (1996)
Length of unemployment unrelated to levels of self-esteem and 
general life satisfaction
Parental and partner social support was  associated with higher 
self-esteem
Findings conflict with Feather & Bond 
(1983) above
Considers Croatian structural and cultural 
context as means of explaining findings
Small sample size – 68% female; cursory 
information about method - missing details 
how participants selected and length of 
unemployment; no information about response 
rate; used an ad hoc measure of social support 
with moderate reliability (e.g., α = < 0.7)
Cross-sectional design limits validity of causal 
claims; focused on unemployed graduates only 
- no comparison group of employed graduates
Schaufeli 
&        
VanYperen
(1992)
Unemployment was only associated with psychological distress 
among graduates unemployed for longer than two years
Lower psychological distress was associated with greater likeli-
hood of finding employment; recent graduates who were not yet 
successful in finding a job did not experience greater psycholo-
gical distress than their employed counterparts
Findings add a temporal dimension to our 
understanding of the psychological impact
of unemployment, which conflict with 
other research in this area
Carried out a non-response survey to as-
certain reasons for non-responses and 
controlled for measurement error using 
structural equation modelling
Low response rates and respondent attrition 
weakened validity of findings
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The first observation of note is that these studies on graduate unemployment are gen-
erally quite old, with Cassidy and Wright's (2008) UK study being the most recent.
All six studies have a strong focus on unemployment, and while they do not investig-
ate the coexistence of unemployment and common mental health issues in a graduate
population, they do demonstrate some evidence for the detrimental impact that un-
employment has on psychological health and well-being.
There are two general positions taken in the literature in relation to how university
graduates are expected to cope with unemployment.  Firstly, it is suggested that re-
cent graduates' mental health will be less affected by unemployment than those who
have been employed before.  This is because they have the achievement of being a
university graduate, which perhaps might help them to maintain their self-esteem
(Lacković-Grgin et al., 1996), and they also have yet to experience a job loss.  Other
protective benefits are thought to include: yet to develop an occupational identity,
feeling less economic pressure and also having recently experienced extended leisure
time as students (Hayes & Nutman, 1981).
This position is in line with research that has shown the well-educated cope well
with unemployment (Estes & Wilensky, 1978; Fryer & Payne, 1986; Hartley, 1980;
Hepworth, 1980) and experience less severe psychological symptoms than those who
are less educated (Banks & Jackson, 1982; Warr, 1984), which, it is suggested, may
be because  they have  access  to  greater  personal  and situational  resources  (Warr,
1984).  For example, well-educated individuals respond to unemployment with pro-
active behaviour (Fryer & Payne, 1984), exhibit high levels of self-esteem in general
(Pukey, 1970), and have alternative job options (Kjos, 1988).
However, in opposition to this view, it is proposed that university graduates will be
more affected by unemployment due to their higher expectations relating to occupa-
tional identity and social status, hence there is a greater loss of status associated with
unemployment (Feather & Bond, 1983).  This view is congruent with research that
finds unemployment to be conducive to poor mental health in well-educated and
highly qualified individuals (Fineman, 1979, 1983; Goodchilds & Smith, 1963; Os-
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tell & Divers, 1987; Shamir, 1986).  For example, an extensive examination of the
matter by Kaufman (1982), who focused on professionals, found that they generally
demonstrated high levels of psychological distress as a result of their unemployment.
The selected studies under review here, help to elucidate the nature of the relation-
ship between unemployment and mental health in relation to these two positions de-
scribed above.  First of all, Burke and Macdermid (1999) provide some evidence of
the optimistic nature of graduates' hopes and expectations relating to their career pro-
spects upon graduation.  This is supportive of both positions, as graduates' sense of
achievement  and expectations  are  tied  to  their  status  as  university  graduates,  al-
though Burke and Macdermid (1999) do not examine how this might relate to gradu-
ates' response to unemployment.
The studies that report unemployment to have a detrimental effect on psychological
health (i.e.,  Cassidy & Wright, 2008; Feather & Bond, 1983) seem to conflict with
Cassidy (1994), Lacković-Grgin  et al. (1996) and  Schaufeli and VanYperen (1992)
who found that unemployment does not necessarily lead to psychological distress –
and  may actually  continuously improve  in  those  who are  long-term unemployed
(Schaufeli & VanYperen, 1992).  These apparent discrepancies, however, may be re-
concilable by taking into account a range of other factors that either mediate or mod-
erate this relationship.
For example, Lacković-Grgin et al. (1996) and Schaufeli and VanYperen (1992) con-
sider the structural and cultural context of their respective countries as a means of ex-
plaining their findings.  They both raise issues relating to the economic outlook –
where, for example, a poor outlook might have led participants to ascribe their unem-
ployment to these systemic problems, rather than their own personal failings.  In ad-
dition, low expectations of employment, especially in degree subjects that are associ-
ated with high-levels of unemployment, may also be an important factor in buffering
the impact of unemployment (Lacković-Grgin et al., 1996).  The role of social norms
(e.g., normalisation of unemployment and changing female work-role attitudes in so-
ciety)  are  also considered  to  impact  on how graduates  view their  unemployment
(Lacković-Grgin et al., 1996; Schaufeli & VanYperen, 1992).  These group and con-
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text-specific factors are important considerations to help further our understanding of
the complex relationship between unemployment and mental health in graduates.
Similarly, a more detailed examination of the nature of employment in Cassidy and
Wright's (2008) study, which also focuses on underemployment – working in jobs
below skill level – may also help to understand the nature of the relationship between
unemployment and mental health in graduates.  For example, Cassidy and Wright's
(2008) findings that underemployment is often more detrimental than unemployment
to the psychological health of graduates are in line with those of Winefield,  Tigge-
mann and Winefield (1991) who report the negative impact of entering employment
incongruent with expectations and aspirations on psychological health.
Indeed this explanation may account for Cassidy's (1994) conflicting findings that
unemployed graduates did not experience significantly greater psychological distress
than their employed counterparts.  It could be that employment that does not meet
graduates' expectations or aspirations may be more psychologically distressing in the
short-term than being unemployed and hopeful.  This supports the notion that well-
educated  individuals  have  strong  coping  resources  during  unemployment  (Warr,
1984).  Hammer (1993) has also suggested that a powerful factor in young people's
negative response to unemployment is if they harbour hopelessness and insecurity
about their future life plans, including those that extended beyond work, such as set-
tling down and starting a family.
Finally, Feather and Bond's (1983) study refines the examination of unemployment
further by highlighting employment importance and use of time as important factors
in how graduates cope with unemployment.  Their findings that higher employment
importance and poorer use of time are both associated with lower self-esteem and
more depressive symptoms in unemployed graduates, however, are constrained by
the cross-sectional design of their research.  For example, it is not possible to elucid-
ate if poor use of time is a precursor to unemployment, depression and loss of self-
esteem, or a reflection of it.  Being able to establish the causal relations among vari-
ables is one of the general limitations of cross-sectional quantitative research, which
is discussed in more detail below.
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2.5. Methodological Limitations of Quantitative Research into
       Unemployment and Mental Health
This narrative review has presented the main quantitative research findings relating
to the general relationship between unemployment and mental health, especially in a
university  graduate  population.   The  explicit  purpose  of  this  work  has  been  to
demonstrate the presence of a causal relationship between unemployment and mental
health, and to determine the direction of this relationship.  However, these studies
have been restricted in pursuing this goal because the subject matter under investiga-
tion is not amenable to study under strict experimental conditions using randomised
methods, which are better equipped to ascertain causality.
These  studies  have  therefore  relied  on  quasi-experimental/correlational  research
designs using cross-sectional or longitudinal survey data in an attempt to ascertain
the relevant causal mechanisms at work.  The difficulty has been in eliminating all
confounding factors,  which threaten the validity of any causal  inferences  that  are
made by these studies, as this endeavour has been hampered by numerous methodo-
logical and statistical issues (e.g., lack of control groups, omitted relevant variables,
small sample size, missing data, measurement error, etc.).
The issue is complicated further because of the hypothesised bi-directional relation-
ship between unemployment and mental health.  In this case, quantitative studies that
use longitudinal  (panel)  data,  which  can examine  time-related  changes  in  mental
health to see if they coincide with changes in employment status, are better able to
assess causality than cross-sectional research that is only able to determine associ-
ation and not causation.
Nevertheless, while the extensive quantitative research into the issue cannot provide
a definitive answer,  it has produced compelling evidence for a causal connection
between unemployment and mental health.  This work as a whole points towards the
complexity and subtlety of the nature of this relationship.  There is, however, a need
for more extensive and longitudinal research, not just to clarify the bi-directional ef-
fects of the multiple interrelationships among variables related to unemployment and
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mental  health,  but  also  to  identify  new variables  and  the  relevant  psychological
factors that are involved.  More specifically, there is a strong need to increase our un-
derstanding of how those people with pre-existing mental health issues are selected
into unemployment, including: the role that mental health issues play in unemploy-
ment, their risks for longer-term unemployment, and their effects on people's ability
to find and maintain employment.
A  further  criticism  of  the  studies  included  in  this  review  relates  to  their
methodological basis in the dominant positivist (empiricist) paradigm.  While this
approach is useful and provides valuable insight into the nature of the relationship
between unemployment and mental health,  it  does have its limitations.  Positivist
methods  are  reductionistic  in  their  approach:  they  use  survey-based  quantitative
measurements of post-facto outcomes, and group individuals and their experiences
together in an attempt to establish cause and effect relationships between objectively-
defined  and  pre-selected  variables  (Kerlinger,  1986).  They  also  emphasise
rationality in decision-making and behaviour,  while  underestimating affective and
other  non-rational  influences,  which  are  important  features  of  lived  experience
(Smelser, 1998).
For these reasons, this literature only offers a partial and incomplete formulation of
the psycho-social impact of unemployment on individuals.  It  does not sufficiently
account for the wide variation in individual responses to unemployment, let alone
capture the full complexity of the subjective and dynamic nature of the broader lived
experience (and its meaning), as it unfolds over time in its social and cultural context
(Gurney & Taylor, 1981; Pernice, 1996).
However, the use of a qualitative methodology,  such as the phenomenological ap-
proach of this thesis, can address these limitations and complement ongoing quantit-
ative research by enabling additional insight into the psychological processes that un-
derlie the observed associations/correlates between unemployment and mental health
(Harrist, 2006).  It does so by generating in-depth and context-specific data in the
form of personal accounts, which may help to identify new factors, or to disentangle
and elucidate the insufficiently understood interactions of the multitude of cognitive,
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social and behavioural factors that mediate the relationship between unemployment
and mental health (Fryer, 1997; Pernice, 1996).
2.6. Chapter Summary
In this chapter, I have presented a narrative review of the main quantitative research
evidence relating to the nature of the relationship between unemployment and mental
health, especially in a university graduate population.  I have provided a critical ex-
amination of this literature and conducted a formal quality assessment of the selected
work.  This evidence provides strong support for the notion that unemployment is de-
leterious to mental health, and although evidence of this relationship in university
graduates is sparse, there is some support for the general pattern found in other stud-
ies.  My presentation of the empirically-derived pattern of associations between these
phenomena therefore helps to provide an overarching context to my exploration of
the qualitative research evidence in this area, which I present in the next chapter.
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3.) Chapter Three: Unemployment and Common   
                                 Mental Health Issues: A Review    
                                 of the Qualitative Literature
3.1. Introduction
In  this  chapter,  I  present  an  overview of  the  main qualitative  research  evidence
relating to the nature of the relationship between unemployment and common mental
health issues, especially in a university graduate population.  I purposively broadened
the  nature  of  my  review  to  include  qualitative  research  from  a  range  of
methodological approaches,  rather than limit my review to only those studies that
were phenomenological in their approach, to provide a more comprehensive picture
of what is known about the relationship between these phenomena.  As with my
review of the quantitative literature, my review of the qualitative evidence was also
carried out in a systematic manner, and I start by describing this process below.
3.2. Literature Review Process
My review  procedure included  the  same  three  stages  that  I  used  to  review  the
quantitative  literature,  which  were:  (1) formulation  of  a  review  objective  and
inclusion criteria,  (2) devising a search strategy, and (3) identification and selection
of relevant literature.  However, my focus on qualitative research meant that there
were important differences to take into consideration and I describe these below.
3.2.1. (1)Review Objective and Inclusion Criteria
The purpose of my qualitative review was to provide an overview of the evidence
that addresses the impact of unemployment and/or common mental health issues on
individuals who experience it/these, with a particular focus on a university graduate
population.   This meant that I included evidence from a range of methodological
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approaches  (e.g.,  phenomenological,  grounded  and  narrative  methods),  excluding
discursive methods (e.g., Potter & Wetherell, 1987), as their underlying philosophical
assumptions  and  the  knowledge  they  seek  to  obtain  are  very  different  to  the
experiential focus of this thesis.  My inclusion criteria were therefore framed more
broadly to accommodate this diversity of approaches and include qualitative research
designs that  focus  on  experiences,  meanings,  narratives  and  themes  relating  to
unemployment  and  common  mental  health  issues,  particularly  in  a  university
graduate population.  See Table 3.1. below for a detailed specification of my choice
of inclusion criteria.
Table 3.1. Inclusion Criteria for Studies to be Included in Qualitative Review
Review objective? To provide an overview of the evidence 
that has addressed the impact of 
unemployment and/or common mental 
health issues on individuals who 
experience it/these, with a particular 
focus on the evidence in a university 
graduate population.
Participants? Unemployed/employed/sick leave and 
those with/without (common) mental 
health issues; university graduates.
Phenomena of interest? Experiences, meanings, narratives, 
themes relating to (un)employment and 
(common) mental health issues.
Where? Unspecified; all locations and contexts.
Study type? All qualitative methodological 
approaches except discursive methods.
3.2.2. (2) Search Strategy and (3) Identification and Selection of  
                Relevant Literature
The same resources, search and screening procedure used in my quantitative review
were  employed  for  my  qualitative  review,  although  there  were  some  important
differences.   The  inductive  nature  of  qualitative  research  meant  that  my  review
objective might already have been partially addressed within a broader study that had
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a different purpose (Boland, Cherry & Dickson, 2014), and so I had to be creative
with my choice of search terms.  Shaw  et al.  (2004) have also demonstrated the
difficulty  searching  for  relevant  qualitative  literature  due  to  poor  indexing  by
databases and no explicit identifiers for qualitative methodology.
In view of these issues, I devised generic and less precise search terms relating to
qualitative research methodology.  This meant that I retrieved a greater quantity of
search results, but in doing so I increased the likelihood of identifying the relevant
evidence.  A full record of my search and screening process, including my search
terms, search results and the number of papers retained from these searches can be
found in Appendices I and II.
I retained a total of 150 papers from my searches, to which I had added a further 44
articles to my literature, which I identified from the reference lists of these papers.  A
brief  survey of  this  work revealed  that  there is  a  substantial  body of  qualitative
literature attached to both unemployment and common mental health issues, but little
that addressed the co-existence of the two.
For  example,  I  found  that  those  studies  exploring  the  psychological  impact  of
unemployment  mainly echo  the  quantitative  findings  described  in  the  previous
chapter, by also pointing to its deleterious and damaging consequences for mental
health (Anaf et al., 2013; Björklund et al., 2014; Borgen & Amundson, 1987).  There
are also a multitude of studies that focus exclusively on the experience of living with
common mental health issues.  These include phenomenological studies of anxiety
(Beck, 2013; Corr, 2011; Fischer, 2000; Hyde, 1980) and depression (Bürgy, 2008;
Kayali  & Iqbal,  2013;  Ratcliffe,  2014;  Schlimme,  2013;  Serban,  1975;  Slavik &
Croake, 2006), or both anxiety and depression (Brown, Schulberg & Shear, 1996).
I found the dearth of research into the coexistence of unemployment and common
mental health issues to be quite remarkable, given the striking number of similarities
between the psychological effects of the two.  For example, these include: decreased
goal motivation and reduced activity, lethargy, apathy, feelings of inadequacy and
lowered self-esteem or self-belief,  rejection,  shame, increased stress,  helplessness
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and  hopelessness,  uncertainty,  low  control  over  life,  avoidance,  social  isolation,
loneliness, and alienation from others, including the community. (Bertilsson  et al.,
2013; Hyde, 1980; Ratcliffe, 2014; Rhodes & Smith, 2010; Waddell & Burton, 2006;
Warr, 1984, 1987, 2007; Warr, Jackson & Banks, 1988).
Rather than address the relationship between unemployment and common mental
health issues, the qualitative literature has instead focused on the process of recovery
and (re)entry into work/employment from  mental health-related sickness absence,
known as the return-to-work process.  Sickness absence, however, has been argued
to be similar to unemployment in terms of the nature of its effects.  They both in-
volve marginalisation through a loss of work, which constitutes a disruption to nor-
mal day-to-day life, and although they represent different states with different reas-
ons behind them, they are still thought to share common underlying features of the
more general experience of worklessness (Ockander & Timpka, 2003).
In view of the strong focus on the return-to-work process, I further refined my exam-
ination of the original pool of 150 studies, and selected only those with a predomin-
ant focus on unemployment/worklessness that were the most apposite to the pur-
poses of my review.  I  obtained the full-text papers of all eligible studies and then
screened these according to my inclusion criteria to determine if they should proceed
to the quality assessment stage.
This process led to 141 out of 150 studies being excluded due to one or more of sev-
eral reasons, which include: (a) an insufficient focus on the experience of unemploy-
ment/worklessness (e.g., focusing too heavily on employment); (b) an insufficient
focus on the unemployed individual's perspective (e.g., focusing too heavily on the
perspective  of  employers,  co-workers,  family  or  the  organisation/institution);  (c)
having adopted a theoretically-laden approach that frames the analysis of unemploy-
ment/mental health in a pre-conceived manner, thereby undermining the individual's
perspective;  (d)  an  analytic  focus  that  operates  at  the  organisational
/institutional/policy-level perspective; (e) a focus on the interface/interrelationship
between the unemployed individual/patient and the mental health/employment/com-
munity services; and (f) an insufficient or unclear focus on common mental health is-
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sues relating to  depression and anxiety (e.g.,  focusing on stress,  burnout,  fatigue
and/or more severe mental health issues, such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder).
I present a summary of the remaining nine studies and their key characteristics relev-
ant to my inclusion criteria in Table 3.2. below.  Although my purpose was to de-
scribe, rather than to meta-synthesise each of the studies' findings, I was still careful
to explicate the methodological similarities and differences between studies, so that
any comparisons between them could be made in a robust manner.
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Table 3.2. Key Characteristics of Selected Studies
Study Country Focus of Study Methodological 
Approach
Recruitment strategy Participants/Setting Data-collection and 
Time Frame
Bertilsson et al. 
(2013)
Sweden Explore experiences 
(essence) of capacity to 
work in employed 
individuals who were 
anxious and depressed 
(CMDs)
Phenomenological
using reflective 
lifeworld 
approach
Participants recruited 
through Swedish 
healthcare system and 
meetings at public 
health information 
centres
Screening interviews 
to check interested 
participants met 
inclusion criteria
17 participants (12 females, 5 males) 
aged between 30 and 62; Full-time work
(n=12), part-time work (n=5);
illness experience ranged from self-
reported symptoms to clinical diagnosis
Focus groups held at a 
research facility. 3-6 
participants per group 
session. Four sessions 
in total. Sessions lasted 
between 83-113 minutes
Björklund  et al. 
(2015)
Finland Describe young Finnish 
men's experiences of 
being unemployed and 
health outcomes
Qualitative 
content analysis
Participants were 
recruited through an 
unemployment center 
in a Finnish city
15 unemployed males aged between 18 
and 27
Unemployment defined as being without
paid work between 2 and 6 months
Individual interviews 
using structured, semi-
structured and thematic 
open-ended questions
Interviews lasted 
between 25-55 minutes
Borgen, Hatch & 
Amundson (1990)
 Canada Descriptive study of uni-
versity graduates' experi-
ences of job search / un-
employment and factors 
that may help or hinder 
coping during this period
A non-directive 
interviewing 
approach 
combined with a 
critical incident 
technique
Participants were 
registered with the 
University 
employment service 
and were randomly 
selected from a pool 
of volunteers
12 graduates, under the age of 25 (5 
males, 7 females), unemployed for a 
minimum of 2.5 months. Interviews 
conducted on campus
Individual interviews – 
no other information 
given
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Study Country Focus of Study Methodological 
Approach
Recruitment strategy Participants/Setting Data-collection and 
Time Frame
Hillborg, Svensson 
& Danermark (2010)
Sweden Reveal the meaning indi-
viduals with mental 
health issues ascribe to 
experiences of the rehab-
ilitation process (for at 
least six months) for 
work integration
Hermeneutic 
approach and 
content analysis
Rehabilitation 
professionals working 
at a rehabilitation 
centre identified 
potential participants
8 participants (4 females, 4 males) aged 
between 19 and 52; with mostly 
depression. Sick leave/unemployed: 1.5-
3 years
Individual interviews 
lasting 50-90 minutes; 
one participant 
interviewed over the 
phone
Holmgren & Ivanoff 
(2004)
Sweden How women perceive 
their possibilities and 
obstacles to re-
turn-to-work
Method not 
reported
Women participating 
in a cooperation 
project between a 
rehabilitation centre 
and the social 
insurance office
20 females (aged between  27 and 62 
years old and wide differences in 
education and occupation) with work-
related strain, diagnosed with burnout 
and psychological distress. Average 
sickness absence 93 days
Focus groups held at a 
rehabilitation centre in 
2001. 3-6 participants 
per group session. Five 
sessions in total. 
Sessions lasted between
60-90 minutes
Millward, Lutte & 
Purvis (2005)
UK Attitudes to work among 
individuals with clinical 
depression
Interpretative 
Phenomenological
Analysis
Local advertising in 
primary healthcare 
centres, mental health 
day centres, word of 
mouth and vocational 
trainers
19 participants who were or had been 
off work >10 weeks; (13 females, 6 
males aged between 28 and 52); off 
work (n=7), voluntary work (n=4), part-
time work (n=1) full-time study (n-=2) 
full-time work (n=5)
Semi-structured 
individual interviews 
lasting 20-60 minutes
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Study Country Focus of Study Methodological 
Approach
Recruitment strategy Participants/Setting Data-collection and 
Time Frame
Noordik et al. (2011) The 
Nether-
lands
Describe the barriers and 
solutions to full return-to-
work for individuals with
CMDs and who had par-
tially returned to work 
and still partially on sick 
leave
Grounded theory Workers recruited by 
their own occupational
physician
14 participants (10 females, 4 males) 
aged between 25-58 with stress, anxiety 
or depression. 
Wide differences in education and 
occupation.
Average time to partial RTW: 4 months 
(range 1 day – 12.5 months); average 
duration of sick leave 8 months (range 
3.5-14 months)
Semi-structured 
individual interviews 
lasting around 1 hour 
and conducted in 2006 
and 2008
Saint-Arnaud, Saint-
Jean & Demasse 
(2006)
Canada Work reintegration pro-
cess among civil servant 
employees absent from 
work due to CMDs
A version of 
grounded theory
Information flyers 
distributed by 
employee services, 
organisations and 
medical clinics
37 participants (25 females, 12 males)
Age: 26-56 sickness absence: 1->12 
months between 1998 and 2001
Individual interviews 
averaging 90 minutes.
At time of interview, 23
of 37 participants had 
returned to work
Ståhl & Edvardsson 
Stiwne (2014)
Sweden How sick leave narratives
were related to return-to-
work, job mobility or 
continued sick leave for 
individuals sick-listed 
with CMDs
Qualitative text 
analysis
Recruited through 
primary healthcare 
centres
8 participants (7 females, 1 male) Age: 
30-57
Sick leave ranged between 1-18 months.
CMDs: depression, anxiety, stress, 
burnout
Individual interviews: 
each participant 
interviewed twice (time 
1: 2005/6; time 2: 
2008/9)
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3.3. Quality Assessment of Selected Studies
In line with the systematic nature of my review process,  I made use of a  formal
checklist and criteria-based quality assessment tool to guide my evaluation of the
selected literature, rather than use the less explicit process of an overall judgement
approach (Dixon-Woods  et al., 2007).  There is considerable debate about judging
quality in qualitative research and the use of structured instruments to do so (Downe,
2008; Sandelowski & Barrosso, 2007;  Thomas & Harden, 2008).
For  example,  some  researchers  argue  that  the  quality  of  the  diverse  range  of
methodological traditions in qualitative research should be assessed in accordance
with  their  different  and  often  contradictory  ontological  and  epistemological
assumptions  (Buchanan,  1992;  Sandelowski,  Docherty  &  Emden,  1997),  thereby
making  the  task  of  comparing  and  contrasting  different  approaches  arguably
inappropriate or even impossible (Bryman, 2012;  Madill, Jordan & Shirley, 2000).
Other researchers, however, contend that there are general principles that can be used
to investigate the reliability and validity of all qualitative research (Guba & Lincoln,
1994; Murphy  et al., 1998; Yardley, 2008); and, further, that the use of structured
procedures enable a more rigorous use and reporting of analytical approaches, which
improves quality (Seale & Silverman, 1997, Yardley, 2008).
Numerous generic  quality assessment  proposals  and tools  for  qualitative research
have  been  put  forward  (Dixon-Woods  et  al.,  2004).  I  selected  the  framework
developed by the UK National Centre for Social Research (Spencer et al., 2003) on
the grounds that it was: (a)  sufficiently generic to be of use to different qualitative
traditions and theoretical approaches, and (b) it was comprehensive in its coverage of
the  key  features  and  stages  involved  in  qualitative  research,  without  being too
complex and lengthy.  The framework was well-suited for my evaluation as it is not
overly-prescriptive and its questions have been devised to serve as an aid to facilitate
the user's judgement of the material to which it is applied (Spencer et al., 2003).
The framework, which draws heavily on previously developed quality frameworks
(Spencer et al., 2003), comprises 18 questions, each of which are accompanied by a
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series of quality indicators, which provide pointers to the type of information that
might  be considered when answering the questions.  These are not intended to be
exhaustive, nor do they represent essential requirements; rather they are meant to be
indicative, and I used my own judgement when assessing their applicability to my
own selected literature.  The framework starts by addressing the findings first on the
basis that the information given in this section leaves the researcher better placed to
assess  the  other  aspects  of  the  research  process,  such as  the  quality  of  the  data
obtained and the logic of the analytic process  (Spencer et al., 2003).
The  questions  are  grouped into  nine  sections,  which  relate  to:  (i)  findings  (e.g.,
credibility  of  findings,  their  generalisability  and  limitations);  (ii)  design  (e.g.,
rationale for study design); (iii) sample/participants (e.g., description of participant
characteristics, rationale for selection); (iv) data collection (e.g., description of data
collection  process,  setting(s),  tools  used);  (v)  analysis  (e.g.,  description  of  how
analytic  categories  have  been  generated,  sensitivity  to  participants’ context); (vi)
reporting (e.g., clarity and coherence, clear links between commentary/interpretation
and original data); (vii) reflexivity and neutrality (e.g., reflectivity and reflexivity);
(viii) ethics (e.g., evidence of following a professional/institutional code of conduct);
and (ix) auditability (e.g., reproduction of study documents).
I made some slight alterations to the framework so that it befitted my purposes in this
review.   I  removed one of  the  appraisal  questions  that  specifically addresses  the
findings section of evaluation research, which is irrelevant for my purposes.  I also
adapted  the  questions  so  that  they  could  be  answered  categorically  using  'yes',
'somewhat' and 'no' response options.  A 'yes' response indicated that the study met
all quality indicators; 'somewhat' where these were partly met, and 'no' if they were
not met at all.  Rather than use the framework to establish a quality standard below
which a study would be excluded, I used it as a means of gaining an understanding of
the  relative  strengths  and weaknesses  of  the available  evidence,  which  helped to
inform my overall  assessment  of the  selected  literature  (Miller,  Bonas  &  Dixon
Woods, 2007; Noyes & Popay, 2007).  For this reason, it was unnecessary in my
assessment to assign my selected studies a total quality score.  I present the findings
of  the  quality  assessment  in  Table  3.3.  below,  and  the  modified  full  version  of
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Spencer's  et  al. (2003)  framework,  including  the  17  questions  and  their  quality
indicators, can be seen in Appendix III.
Table 3.3. Results of Quality Assessment of Selected Studies
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FINDINGS
(1) Are the Findings credible? Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(2) Has knowledge/understand-
ing been extended by the re-
search?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(3) Does the research address 
its original aims and purpose?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(4) Scope for drawing wider in-
ference – has this been ex-
plained well?
Yes No Some-
what
Yes Yes No Yes No Yes
DESIGN
(5) Is the research design de-
fensible?
Yes Yes Some-
what
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Some-
what
SAMPLE/PARTICIPANTS
(6) Is the sample design/target 
selection of cases well defen-
ded? 
Yes Some-
what
Some-
what
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Some-
what
(7) Sample composition/case 
inclusion – is the eventual cov-
erage described well?
Yes Some-
what
Some-
what
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Some-
what
DATA-COLLECTION
(8) Was the data-collection car-
ried out well?
Yes Yes Some-
what
Yes Yes Yes Some-
what
Yes Yes
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ANALYSIS
(9) Has the approach to, and 
formulation of, the analysis 
been conveyed well?
Some-
what
Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Some-
what
No
(10) Contexts of data sources – 
are they retained and portrayed 
well?
Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(11) Has diversity of perspect-
ive and content been explored 
well?
Yes Yes / Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(12) Has detail, depth and com-
plexity (i.e., richness) of the 
data been conveyed well?
Yes Yes / Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
REPORTING
(13) Are the links between data,
interpretation and conclusions 
clear – i.e. can the route to any 
conclusions be seen?
Yes Yes / Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Some-
what
(14) Is the reporting clear and 
coherent?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
REFLEXIVITY AND NEUTRALITY
(15) Are the assumptions/theor-
etical perspectives/values that 
have shaped the form and out-
put of the research clear?
Some-
what
Some-
what
No Yes No Yes Yes Some-
what
No
ETHICS
(16) Is there evidence of atten-
tion to ethical issues?
Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Some-
what
Yes Yes
AUDITABILITY
(17) Has the research process 
been documented adequately?
Yes Yes No Yes Some-
what
Yes Yes Yes No
Key:  '/' This criterion was not applicable to the study
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The results of my quality assessment revealed that the overall standard of the selec-
ted studies was good, although their main weaknesses tended to cluster around de-
tails pertaining to their method and data analysis sections.  For example, some stud-
ies would omit or provide vague details about their sample (i.e., how participants
were recruited, and the relevant demographic details, such as participants' occupa-
tion, tenure and length of sickness absence or unemployment) and  the content and
delivery of their interview schedule.
A more general failing, which was common to all studies, is that they do not give
sufficient consideration to their methodological approach and its underlying epistem-
ological  assumptions.   For  example, Borgen,  Hatch  and  Amundson  (1990)  and
Holmgren and Ivanoff (2004) fail to name the method that they used to analyse their
data.  In the case of Borgen, Hatch and Amundson's (1990) study, their “non-direct-
ive” interviewing style is only vaguely described as comprising “minimal helping
comments” to counter researcher bias.
While all studies do describe their analytic procedures, these are somewhat cursory
and aspects of the analysis are left unclear.  Despite authors being constrained by
strict word limits and perhaps a desire to allocate greater word space to the presenta-
tion of their  findings, this  dearth of detail made the task of making  comparisons
between the methodological similarities and differences of studies quite difficult.
For example, all but one of the studies state their methodology used a phenomenolo-
gical/hermeneutic, content analysis, or grounded methods approach, which are all
generally similar in terms of the knowledge that they seek to produce.  The one ex-
ception to this is Ståhl and Edvardsson Stiwne's (2014) text analysis, which is more
concerned with participants' use of language or narratives in constructing their ex-
perience, although this approach still produces knowledge that is compatible with the
findings of the other studies.
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3.4. Key Findings of Selected Studies
In this section, I discuss the main findings of the selected studies.  I start in Table
3.4. shown below, by providing a summary of the main findings of each of the stud-
ies, highlighting their main strengths and limitations, which have been established in
my quality assessment above.  This information is helpful in trying to account for
any discrepancies in the findings reported in the literature.
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Table 3.4. Main Findings, Strengths and Limitations of Selected Studies
           Study                                                        Main Findings Strengths of Study              Limitations of Study
Bertilsson et al. 
(2013)
The phenomenon of capacity to work comprised of nine constituent parts related to task, 
time, context and social interactions. 
The phenomenon entailed a lost familiarity with one’s ordinary work performance (beha-
viours, emotions and physical responses) 'like being a guest in one's own working life' (p.
1707).
Adopting a working facade and new time-consuming work practices to get through the 
day, to counter decreased work, concentration and organisational capacity
Feelings of exposure in interpersonal encounters, and tiring nature of these
Cutting down on leisure and social activities to have sufficient energy for work
Invisibility of participants' mental health issues and reduced capacity to work was 
troublesome, as others had difficulty understanding their plight
Phenomenon of capacity to work is distinguishable from symptoms
Identifies a new 
concept of work ca-
pacity
Included individuals
with broad range of 
CMDs
Looks at actual ex-
periences, rather 
than expectations 
and beliefs of those 
about to start or re-
turn to work
Few participants were young and 
male - who might have different 
experiences
Did not distinguish between part-time
and full-time participants in their 
responses in the analysis
Mismatch between those participants
with healthcare clinical diagnosis and
those with self-report symptoms
Björklund  et al. 
(2015)
Young men are strongly negatively affected by unemployment. They felt feelings of 
shame and guilt and a flight from reality
They experienced poor time structure – spent nights awake and days asleep, boredom.
Feeling uncomfortable being unemployed; financial worries, feeling a burden on society, 
not contributing to society, demotivated, failure and low self-esteem; loss of identity, 
meaning and purpose – feeling strong pressure to have a career and do something with 
their lives; engaged in destructive behaviour like drinking alcohol to excess
Male-oriented view-
point of unemploy-
ment
Demonstrates how 
even short-term un-
employment can 
have a strong negat-
ive impact
No information given about 
participants' education or socio-
economic/occupational status
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           Study                                                          Main Findings       Strengths of      
           Study
            Limitations of Study
Borgen, Hatch & 
Amundson (1990)
Experience  of  unemployment  could  be  divided  into  two  distinct  stages:  a  'vacation
period' and a 'downward trend', with each comprising of both positive and negative in-
cidents.  The 'vacation period', which lasted from roughly 3 weeks to 3.5 months, was a
time of celebration and social activities.  This period was characterised by four types of
positive critical incidents (i.e., end of school work, the graduation ceremony, relaxation
and trips) and three types of negative critical incidents (i.e., discouraging information,
financial pressure, negative contact with the government employment agency).  Towards
the end of exams, participants were “full of high hopes” for their future
Graduates were riding a wave of success and experienced only a small degree of finan-
cial and job search-related pressures during this time.  Graduates reported first having the
sense of “feeling unemployed” close to the date of graduation, although the positive as-
pects of the initial vacation period mitigated these feelings
This generally positive period came to an end with their first experience of a significant
negative event, which was often disillusionment with their job search, leading them to
become disappointed or even depressed and feeling that they had been 'brought down to
reality'.  This 'downward trend' stage was characterised by feelings of pessimism, a more
intensive job search and dramatic upward shifts in emotion (e.g., job interviews and job
offers).  It was associated with nine types of positive critical incidents (i.e., further edu-
cation, financial support, social support, hobbies/involvement/activity, survival jobs, en-
couraging information, job interviews, job offers, positive expectations for the new year)
and nine types of negative critical incidents (i.e., lack of social support, poor work op-
portunities, self-doubt or guilt, devalued university degree, nothing new available (jobs),
stagnation or boredom, job rejections, no response from job applications, getting the run-
around)
During this trend, the pessimism resulting from the negative incidents seemed to over-
shadow the optimism experienced from the positive events
The study examines
graduate  unemploy-
ment from its begin-
ning (after final ex-
ams), which is bene-
ficial  as  it  enables
graduates'  under-
standing of their un-
employment  experi-
ence  from  its  very
beginning to be doc-
umented
Puts Flanagan's    
(1954) critical 
incident technique 
to good use; 
provides insightful 
account of the 
unemployment 
experience of 
university graduates
Sparse  details  of  participants  and
methods (e.g., duration of interviews,
audio-recorded  or  notes  taken).
Would  be  difficult  to  replicate  as
insufficient  information  was  given
about the content and delivery of the
interview schedule
Short  duration  of  unemployment
(around two months).  Precise figures
relating  to  the  duration  of
unemployment were omitted, so that
the  differences  among  graduates  in
their  length  of  unemployment  could
not be determined
25 years old and before expansion of 
higher education in UK
Findings condensed graduates' exper-
iences  of  unemployment  into  incid-
ents, and as such, there was no pre-
servation  of  context  or  supplement-
ary  presentation  of  excerpts  from
graduates'  accounts,  which  would
have enhanced the study by permit-
ting  a  consideration  of  its  nuances
and any differences or negative cases
within the data
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           Study                                                        Main Findings       Strengths of      
           Study
             Limitations of Study
Hillborg, Svensson 
& Danermark 
(2010)
Rehabilitation  prognosis  difficult  to  predict  –  a  complex,  diverse  phenomenon  that
changes over time due to different factors involved in the process (i.e., individual, con-
textual and structural levels)
Successful rehabilitation associated with extent to which support/activities are perceived
as relevant and contributing to the achievement of the individual's goals
Need to empower individuals and encourage their own active participation in rehabilita-
tion
Provides examples 
of how the content 
analysis worked 
(i.e., original 
meaning units were 
condensed into 
higher-order 
themes)
Small sample size and wide 
differences in participant 
demographics (e.g., age, diagnosis 
and life experiences) limits insights 
of the study
Holmgren &     
Ivanoff (2004)
Three themes: losing control over one's life; difficulty finding alternative ways back to 
work; and mastering life as a whole – developing strategies to regain control over daily 
activities and life as a whole.  
Participants feared repeat of falling ill again; desire for sympathy and social support from
employers and colleagues; need for job-related change to accommodate their issues; un-
sure of capacity to cope and meet work demands – lost confidence and self-esteem
Strategies to regain control included: engaging in enjoyable and meaningful activities 
aligned with genuine interest unrelated to work; feeling of mastering one's own existence 
through regaining control of body functions – sleeping/eating/exercising properly; ac-
ceptance of their limitations and dissociating themselves from their situation; 
reflecting/learning from what has happened; formulate future goals and strategies to get 
there.  Individual and environmental factors both play role in return-to-work (e.g., recap-
turing faith/confidence in themselves through positive feedback from the environment on
their activities, which increases confidence etc.)
Female-oriented 
viewpoint of 
sickness absence 
and return-to-work
No participants representing lower 
socio-economic strata
Study did not focus/capture the 
private domestic demands on women 
and impact of these on their work-
related strain
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          Study                                                         Main Findings Strengths of Study             Limitations of Study
Millward, Lutte & 
Purvis (2005)
Participants viewed their mental health issues to be a fundamental part of their identity. 
Those who could extricate symptoms from themselves were more recovery-oriented and 
could envision a future life without depression.  This difference was unrelated to severity 
of depression.
'off work' identity – sick role – is sustained through interactions with others in an illness 
oriented context (e.g., healthcare system); lack of access to others in a non-illness context
further compounds this effect
Recovery and return to work can be unintentionally impeded by having their 'illness' rein-
forced by responses of others
Interpretative ana-
lysis produces a 
deeper insight into 
highlighting the 
self-handicapping 
process involved in 
adopting and sus-
taining an ‘off work’
identity
Participants who took part in study 
were generally feeling better and may
not be representative of the target 
population
Participants off work were recruited 
from same  day centre, which may 
have contributed to 
creation/maintenance of the sick role 
mentality.
Noordik et al. 
(2011)
Main barriers to return-to-work included: inability to set limits of what they could cope 
with in demanding situations, recognise exhaustion and control cognitions/behaviour re-
lated to mental health issues (i.e., perfectionism); lack of confidence, positive attitude and
low self-efficacy
Successful return-to-work requires: Social support, understanding for their symptoms and
decreased work capacity; help from employer to facilitate the implementation of personal
solutions in adaptation to the workplace (e.g., gradual increase in workload)
Positive/encouragement vital to communication in negotiating return-to-work
An intention-behaviour gap exists between participants' solutions/intentions and imple-
mentation of these – need to address this gap by formulating ways to help individuals en-
act these solutions
Emphasises the so-
cial/cultural context 
(i.e., welfare/health-
care system) of 
study in its analysis 
and generalisability 
of findings
Possible bias in findings: 
Disproportionate number of females 
and workers with a moderate to high 
level of education
Study only included participants who 
were confident of a full return-to-
work
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         Study                                                        Main Findings Strengths of Study            Limitations of Study
Saint-Arnaud, 
Saint-Jean &      
Demasse (2006)
Key factors in successful return-to-work include: progressive/gradual return-to-work that 
accommodates individual needs with job demands; supportive environment from man-
agement and colleagues
Fear of returning to work too soon and sought conditions conducive to successful reinteg-
ration into work; conflict between gradual return and maximising productivity
Stigma and shame of having mental health issues; invisibility of illness and worry over 
the difficulty of others' understanding their issues
Sought data from 
individuals who 
were at different 
stages of the re-
turn-to-work pro-
cess (i.e., those who
had returned to 
work and those who
were preparing to 
return) 
Participants drawn from a single 
organisation, which limits 
generalisability
Use of method/type of grounded 
theory not clear how relates to 
theoretical aims of study
Ståhl & Edvardsson
Stiwne (2014)
Two types of narratives were identified: restitutive (focusing on recovery and return-to-
work) contingent (focusing on managing the present)
Restitutive narrative associated with continuity, a return to work and normality, includ-
ing the old sense of self or 'life as it was'. Viewed sick leave as a temporary disruption.  
Contingent narratives are associated with a more open attitude to change and embracing 
a different life story where work relations are of less importance
Invisibility of mental health issues affected their management of difficulties and relation-
ship with others
Narrative analysis 
highlights personal 
stories as a means of
coping, dealing with
sick leave and rela-
tionship with the 
self
Small sample – mostly females who 
worked in social care professions 
(e.g., elderly care, social work, 
nursery school), which are over-
represented by females and are 
associated with higher levels of sick 
leave
Data-analysis process not 
documented and different authors 
carried out data-collection and data-
analysis
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In  general,  the  selected  studies,  described  above  in  Table  3.4.,  focus  on  mental
health-related sickness absence, return-to-work and the role of work/employment for
people with common mental  health issues.   They provide many insights  into the
causal nature of the experience of worklessness and unemployment, which comple-
ments the quantitative literature described in Chapter Two; however, they provide a
different philosophical and methodological basis for the validity of their claims.
The selected studies place less emphasis on demonstrating causal relations between
unemployment/worklessness and mental health than the quantitative research.  Their
knowledge claims are more implicit in their analysis by making use of terms that im-
ply causal relations, such as: 'influence', 'shape', 'impact' and 'lead to', although they
tend to avoid terms, such as 'determine', which imply strong causality (Tamboukou
& Ball, 2003) and undermine notions of free will and agency.
Despite being informed by different philosophical and theoretical traditions, qualitat-
ive research is generally critical  of a 'strong' or deterministic notion of causality,
which contends that external, objective and lawful processes determine our social
realities.  It has therefore adopted a less deterministic position: one that prioritises
understanding and meaning, rather than explanation in terms of causes and effects.
In this  manner,  the selected  studies  have instead focused on examining relations
among social phenomena (Hammersley,  2008) through a process of interpretative,
contextual and socio-political activity (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).
3.4.1. Sickness Absence and Worklessness
The literature indicates that the experience of sickness absence or worklessness with
common mental health issues is dominated by three main themes, which are:  (1)
managing mental health-related issues  (2) feeling uncomfortable with not working,
and (3) a preoccupation with a return to normality and work, including a preparation
to do so.
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Evidence relating to the first theme (1) echoes the quantitative literature by demon-
strating the strongly negative impact of worklessness for those individuals with com-
mon mental health issues.  This impact includes: a loss of meaning and purpose, low
self-worth and self-esteem, loss of contact with reality – such as a poor time struc-
ture (cf. Feather & Bond, 1983) – and reduced social connections, which increases
feelings of social isolation (Björklund et al., 2015).
There is also an ongoing struggle against the sense of losing control over one's life
and the difficult task of regaining control – such as by developing strategies to regain
some mastery over daily activities (Holmgren & Ivanoff, 2004).  An important aspect
to this struggle seems to involve the acceptance of any limitations, followed by a re-
flective appraisal of what has happened, as part of a broader attempt to formulate fu-
ture goals and strategies to achieve them (Holmgren & Ivanoff, 2004).
The literature also highlights (2) a sense of feeling uncomfortable with not working,
including the shame accompanying the stigma attached to having mental health is-
sues (Saint-Arnaud, Saint-Jean & Demasse, 2006).  There is a feeling of being a bur-
den on society, and in addition to the financial strain of not working, there is a strong
pressure to have a career and to do something with one's life (Björklund et al., 2015).
A complicating factor is the invisibility of mental health issues, which leads to wor-
ries  over the difficulty of others'  understanding of these issues (Bertilsson  et  al.,
2013;  Saint-Arnaud,  Saint-Jean  &  Demasse,  2006; Ståhl  &  Edvardsson  Stiwne,
2014).
Finally, (3) the third theme suggests that the process of recovery and return-to-work
is  a  complex  and  diverse  phenomenon  that  involves  a  combination  of  different
factors (i.e., individual, contextual and structural) (Hillborg, Svensson & Danermark,
2010; Holmgren & Ivanoff, 2004).  The process of recovery is fraught with worry,
fear,  uncertainty,  and also conflict,  where a  desire  to get  back to  normal  'grates'
against the demands of negotiating the present, as well as options to change and em-
brace a different career or lifestyle (Ståhl & Edvardsson Stiwne, 2014).
Most importantly, a successful recovery entails a recapturing of faith or self-confid-
ence (Hillborg, Svensson & Danermark, 2010;  Holmgren & Ivanoff, 2004).  This
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might be unintentionally impeded by having an 'illness' identity reinforced by institu-
tional or individual responses (Millward, Lutte & Purvis, 2005).  Other evidence sug-
gests that individuals who can extricate symptoms from their identity are more re-
covery-oriented and can envision a future life without mental health issues (Mill-
ward, Lutte & Purvis, 2005).
3.4.2. Return-to-Work
The return-to-work literature focuses on the work-related beliefs  and approach of
people whose common mental health issues inhibit their ability to return-to-work.
This literature is mainly organised around the barriers and enablers to work/employ-
ment, which I discuss below.
Among the most significant impediments to work is the difficulty for people to es-
timate their ability and readiness to return to work.  The decision to do so is complic-
ated by the uncertainty of how well they should feel, the state of their symptoms,
whether they would be able to cope with a full-time work role or not, and the fear
that returning to work too soon would lead to a relapse (Holmgren & Ivanoff, 2004;
Saint-Arnaud, Saint-Jean & Demasse, 2006).
Indeed  the literature demonstrates that  return-to-work or recovery expectation may
impede return-to-work, where a low self-confidence, or efficacy, and doubts relating
to capacity to meet job demands and adapt to the workplace (Noordik et al., 2011;
Millward,  Lutte  &  Purvis,  2005)  reduces  the  likelihood  of  a  return-to-work
(Holmgren & Ivanoff, 2004).  In addition, Bertilsson  et al. (2013) have similarly
suggested that the phenomenological essence of 'capacity to work', for people with
common mental health issues, entails a lost familiarity with one’s ordinary work per-
formance (e.g., behaviours, emotions and physical responses).
Given these concerns, there is a general desire for a progressive or gradual return-to-
work (Noordik et al., 2011; Saint-Arnaud, Saint-Jean & Demasse, 2006).  Workplace
accommodation/adjustments are seen as an important part of this process.  For ex-
ample, these include:  an adaptation of the job role/demands to meet individual re-
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quirements/preferences (e.g., gradual increase in workload); improved communica-
tion and increased encouragement to succeed; and social support, sympathy and un-
derstanding of mental-health-related difficulties and decreased work capacity from
employers/co-workers  (Holmgren  &  Ivanoff,  2004;  Noordik  et  al.,  2011;  Saint-
Arnaud, Saint-Jean & Demasse, 2006).  Low expectations that employers will make
these necessary changes, reduces the likelihood of a return-to-work (Hillborg, Svens-
son & Danermark, 2010; Noordik et al., 2011).
Other potential barriers to a return-to-work concern: the stigma of mental health is-
sues and reluctance to disclose these in an employment context; negative experiences
involving the social insurance/benefits' office,  mental healthcare system or occupa-
tional health services (Hillborg, Svensson & Danermark, 2010; Millward, Lutte &
Purvis, 2005), including a lack of control over decision-making relating to treatment,
rehabilitation  programmes,  capacity to  work and return-to-work,  which  increases
anxiety and stress  (Hillborg,  Svensson & Danermark,  2010;  Saint-Arnaud,  Saint-
Jean & Demasse, 2006).
3.4.3. Work/Employment and Mental Health Issues
The  selected  literature  also  provides  insights  into  how  individuals  manage  their
mental health issues at work, including the factors relating to job retention and the
prevention of recurring episodes of mental health-related sickness absence.  These
findings are useful  as they demonstrate the importance of work/employment to the
continued recovery of those individuals with common mental health issues.
For example,  although the nature and  severity of symptoms (e.g., cognitive, emo-
tional and interpersonal difficulties) may hamper an individual's capacity to engage
in the workplace (e.g., exhaustion, poor concentration, poor memory, irritability, per-
fectionism) (Holmgren & Ivanoff, 2004; Noordik  et al.,  2011),  work/employment
can provide a means of managing or coping with symptoms, while also facilitating
recovery (Björklund  et al., 2015).  However,  strategies need to be adopted to help
counter decreased work, concentration and organisational capacity, as well as to bal-
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ance work demands and sacrifices (e.g., limiting social activities to have sufficient
energy for work) (Bertilsson et al., 2013).
On the whole, the literature suggests that the majority of individuals with common
mental health issues would like to be able to work and consider it to be central to
their  recovery.   The  evidence  seems  to  support  the  claim  that  positive  and
constructive work – given that the appropriate adjustments and accommodations are
made – is beneficial and therapeutic to the mental health and well-being of those
individuals  with common mental  health  issues.   Waddell  and Burton  (2006) and
Secker, Grove and Seebohm (2001) have similarly argued that the potential benefits
of work outweigh its potential 'risks' and the negative impact of unemployment.
3.4.4. Graduate Unemployment and Mental Health
My search of the qualitative literature identified only one study that addresses issues
relating  to  unemployed  university  graduates  and  common  mental  health  issues.
Interestingly, there is a multitude of qualitative research conducted into the mental
health  of  university  students,  including  postgraduate  students  (Aselton,  2012;
Johnson, Batia & Haun, 2008; Knis-Matthews et al., 2007), but almost nothing on
the mental health of students once they graduate and leave university – a gap in the
literature that is most probably accounted for by the convenience of student samples
in research conducted at universities.
Borgen, Hatch and Amundson's (1990) study builds on the quantitative literature by
examining the impact of unemployment on the lives of graduates from the very be-
ginning (i.e., after final exams).  Unfortunately, figures relating to the duration of
graduates' unemployment are omitted, so the differences among them in their length
of unemployment cannot be determined.  Nevertheless, Borgen, Hatch and Amund-
son's (1990) study captures graduates' transition from university and into unemploy-
ment, including the actual moment where their 'honeymoon' period comes to an end.
Graduates' initial optimism corresponds with  Burke and Macdermid's (1999) find-
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ings relating to their hopeful outlook regarding career and economic prospects, only
for these to fade with the commencement of a 'downward trend'.
Interestingly,  Borgen, Hatch and Amundson (1990) report  that it  may take a few
months before the gloom of post-graduation unemployment sets in, along with the
mundane reality of a prolonged job search and the shift to more negative emotions.
This supports the notion that being a graduate provides some protective benefits to
the impact of unemployment, which was described in Chapter Two (Hayes & Nut-
man, 1981).
3.5. Chapter Summary
In  this  chapter,  I  have  provided  an  overview  of  the  main qualitative  research
evidence  relating  to  the  nature  of  the  relationship  between  unemployment  and
common  mental  health  issues.   I  have  provided  a  critical  examination  of  this
literature and conducted a formal quality assessment of the selected work.  There is a
considerable dearth of research in this area,  as the main focus is directed towards
issues  relating  to  mental  health-related  sickness  absence  and  return-to-work.
Similarly, there is almost no qualitative research in this area focusing on a university
graduate  population,  although  I  did  identify  and  critically  appraise  a  study  that
investigates the impact of unemployment on university graduates.  
While  this  work  provides  important  insights  into  the  broader  experience  of
unemployment for those individuals with common mental health issues, it still leaves
many unanswered questions relating to the day-to-day lived experience – including
their struggles, fears, hopes – and the extent to which they can exercise control over
the direction of their lives.
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A. PART ONE: Summary
In this first part, I have provided an introduction to the subject matter of this thesis.  I
have considered the broader context in which my work is set, by reviewing the em-
pirical research literature that has investigated the nature of the relationship between
unemployment and mental health.  This has served to provide a useful background
and has laid the foundation for my own work by demonstrating the dearth of both
quantitative and qualitative research into unemployment and mental health in a uni-
versity graduate population.  
This means that the most salient and important factors in this population have yet to
be identified (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983).  My choice of a qualitative approach
that has an idiographic focus is therefore especially apposite, not least because of the
preliminary or exploratory nature of my investigation, but, also, as an appropriate
means to investigate the nature of the subject matter, as Swinburne (1981) notes: “...
learning about the consequences of unemployment entails understanding sensitive
thoughts and feelings which do not lend themselves to survey techniques, hence the
need for small sample in-depth studies.” (p. 47).
My phenomenological examination of university graduates'  sense-making of their
lived-experience (of being unemployed with common mental health issues) should
therefore serve as a useful starting point to better understand what they consider to
be the barriers to entering employment.   This might include the role that mental
health issues play in their unemployment, the risks for longer-term unemployment
and their ability to find and maintain employment.
The majority of research described in my literature review has, in the main, used
mixed samples of participants who differ, sometimes markedly, in terms of their age,
occupation, tenure and career stage, which risks a dilution or loss of a more nuanced
understanding of their participants along these dimensions.  The homogeneity of my
sample, by contrast, with a focus on a specific group (i.e., university graduates – who
are of a similar age, educational background, career stage and have all been dia-
gnosed with  common mental  health  issues)  therefore  provides  an  opportunity to
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identify common themes, whilst also drawing out the subtle distinctions and vari-
ations in the experience of unemployment for these individuals.
I develop the rationale for my research by exploring these issues further in the next
part of this thesis.  Specifically, I consider my choice of methodology and the use of
a phenomenological approach using IPA as a suitable method with which to tackle
the subject matter.
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B. PART TWO: METHOD
The second part of this thesis focuses on my methodology, method and data-analysis
process.  In Chapter Four I consider my methodological approach by discussing the
theoretical  background and objectives  of  IPA,  its  epistemological  issues,  and my
rationale  for  adopting  a  qualitative  and  phenomenological  approach  using  IPA.
Chapter Five focuses on my method and data-analysis.  I start by describing the key
decisions that I have made relating to the design of my research and the rationale
behind  these.   This  includes  a  consideration  of  the  formulation  of  the  research
question, participant and sampling issues, the development of the topic guide and my
approach to the interview process.  I then go on to provide a step-by-step account of
how participants' data were analysed and the techniques that I have used to produce
my findings.
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4. Chapter Four: Methodological Approach
4.1. Introduction
In this chapter, I provide an explanatory account of my methodological approach.  I
start in Section One by discussing the theoretical background and objectives of IPA,
which has drawn together a unique combination of phenomenological, hermeneutic
and  idiographic  tenets  into  a  distinct  methodological  mode  of  enquiry  towards
conducting  qualitative  psychological  research.   IPA is  situated  within  a  broader
framework  of  debate  within  the  philosophy  of  science  and  these  issues  have
important and wide-ranging implications for how my research was conducted, what
knowledge claims can be made and the scientificity or validity of my work as a
whole.
In the second section of this chapter, I provide an overview of these epistemological
issues and clearly demarcate the philosophical position of this thesis in relation to
these by explicating the underlying assumptions that I have made.  My understanding
of these issues was important for my choice of methodological approach, and in the
third  and  final  section  of  this  chapter,  I  explain  my  rationale  for  adopting  a
qualitative and phenomenological approach using IPA, which I discuss in relation to
the alternative approaches to conducting qualitative psychological research.
                                                                                                      
4.2. Section One: IPA: A Theoretical and Methodological
                                       Overview
                              
4.2.1. The Inauguration of IPA
IPA originated within the discipline of Psychology in the mid-1990s by Jonathan
Smith  (Smith,  1996).   Smith  was  concerned  that  the  dominant  positivist  and
quantitative  methodology,  despite  its  success,  restricted  the  discipline  from
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embracing the full-scope of its subject-matter.  He therefore argued for a broader and
more  inclusive  psychology  that  was  experiential  as  well  as  experimental  in  its
enquiry (Smith, 1996).  To achieve this, Smith sought a more pluralist psychology in
its methodological approach, but also one that was in greater concordance with itself
and that valued a healthy diversity of approaches to a shared subject-matter.  Each
approach and its methods would inform and complement the others; rather than a
privileging of one approach and its knowledge claims over the others, or viewing the
different approaches to be essentially incompatible with each other (Smith, 1996).
From  this  perspective,  Smith  (1996)  set  about  developing  a  methodological
approach,  specifically  with  psychological  research  in  mind,  that  would  explicitly
capture and permit the systematic analysis of the qualitative aspects to human lived-
experience  –  something  that  could  not  be  achieved  using  a  positivist  approach.
Although IPA was initially oriented towards health psychology, it has successfully
been applied to other areas of psychology and also cognate disciplines in the social
and health sciences (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).  Its core objective is to provide
an in-depth  interpreted  account  of  a  participant's  reflected  experience  of  a  given
phenomenon in a given context.  This purpose has meant that IPA has established
theoretical roots in the areas of phenomenology, hermeneutics and idiography.
IPA represents  an  attempt  to  operationalise  these  three  theoretical  concerns  by
selectively drawing on some of their key concepts and weaving them together into a
philosophically  coherent,  but  also  empirical  qualitative  approach  to  experiential
research  (Shinebourne,  2011).   I  explore  the  main  ideas  and  debates  relating  to
phenomenology, hermeneutics and idiography that are pertinent to IPA below.
4.2.2. The Philosophical Movement of Phenomenology
Arguably  the  most  important  legacy  of  phenomenology  on  western  intellectual
thought has been to emphasise the role of subjective experience in any pursuit of
knowledge (Moran, 2000).  In this sense, phenomenology offers a critique of the
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dominant  naturalistic  and  positivist  view  of  the  world,  which  deliberately  omits
human consciousness  in  this  knowledge-gathering  process  (Husserl,  1927,  1970).
The philosophical movement known as phenomenology is widely regarded to have
commenced with the work of Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) in the early 20th century.
The  project  has  been  advanced  by a  small  group  of  thinkers,  each  having  very
different ideas of what phenomenology is and how it should be carried out.  It is
therefore not a unified, coherent and clearly-defined body of philosophical thought,
and is best characterised as a practice rather than as a formalised theoretical system
with clearly defined principles (Moran, 2000).
Despite  this  ambiguity,  there  are  clear  commonalities  in  thought  among  these
thinkers and they all share a mutual concern with human experience; that is, what it
is like to be human and what our experiences of the world are like (Smith, Flowers &
Larkin, 2009).  In an attempt to examine and answer these questions, phenomenology
emphasises the study of direct experience by focusing on how the world around us
appears to consciousness (as experienced) in its own terms and the meaning that it
may have for us (Moran, 2000).
The  development  of  phenomenological  thinking  was  clearly  influenced  by  the
philosophical tradition of idealism, as it was articulated by leading philosophers in
the 19th century (e.g., Kant, Hegel and Schopenhauer).  This position claims that
reality  exists  only  in  the  form  of  mind-dependent  ideas,  rather  than  being  of
something  material  or  physical  in  nature  (Moran,  2000).   Reality  is  therefore
something to be located in the mind or within conscious experience.  In other words,
our conscious experience is only an internal representation of reality, and so idealists
are  sceptical  about  the  possibility  of  knowing  a  reality  outside  of  conscious
experience because we can only know of that  which we can experience (Moran,
2000).
The phenomenological approach has similarly argued that reality should be thought
of  as  the  contents  of  experience,  rather  than  as  something  that  is  pre-supposed,
hypothetical and un-experiencable (Husserl, 1927, 1970).  However, phenomenology
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deviates away from a purely idealist stance – which is seen to detach the individual
from the world – and instead takes a more realist position by arguing that we actively
and directly engage with the world; that is, objects are not a phenomenon of mind,
but are directly grasped by consciousness (Moran, 2000).
4.2.3. Husserl’s Phenomenology and IPA
Husserl (1927, 1970) located the primary reality in consciousness by considering it to
be the most fundamental and basic condition of all  experience,  and therefore the
source of all knowledge, since this is mediated through experience.  He disagreed
with the positivist conception of experience as the product of clearly-defined and
discrete  variables operating in  cause and effect  relationships;  choosing instead to
frame experience as something existing as a network of interrelated meanings – the
sum of which constituting an individual’s 'life-world'.  For Husserl, the meaning of
an object in conscious experience therefore depends on its ‘horizon’ or connections
to this 'life-world'.
Husserl (1927, 1970) argued that we should begin our investigation of the world with
'the things themselves', which means phenomena as they appear to consciousness,
rather than postulate that there is something more fundamental than experience itself.
In IPA research 'the things themselves' is the lived-experience of another individual
within the context in which it takes place.  IPA therefore privileges the sense-making
and meaning that a particular phenomenon or experience has for an individual, rather
than  attempt  to  produce  an  objective  account  of  the  phenomenon  itself  (Smith,
Flowers & Larkin, 2009).
Husserl (1927, 1970) also criticised metaphysical speculation and extant positivist
scientific accounts of the world for their generalisations and abstract concepts, which
in his view, were far-removed and not adequately rooted in experience.  He believed
that both consciousness and subjectivity must be viewed as inextricably part of the
process through which objectivity is attained.  IPA has embraced this viewpoint by
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recognising  the  necessity  of  subjective  and  interpretative  acts  in  approaching  or
grasping an objective reality (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).
A further  idea  of  Husserl's  (1927,  1970)  that  has  been  incorporated  into  IPA's
approach is  how our  capacity to  scrutinise  the  structure  and content  of  our  own
conscious experience, as it is given to us, is hindered by our engagement with our
experience of everyday life.  In everyday life, for example, we tend to focus on the
objects themselves, rather than on the mental experience of those objects.  He termed
this  frame-of-mind  the  'natural  attitude'  and  it  relates  to  our  tendency  to  make
assumptions or to fit things into a pre-existing conceptual structure.  For Husserl, a
‘pure’ phenomenological attitude or approach to viewing the world would mean that
all interpretation or explanation of a given phenomenon would be suspended until it
has been understood as it appears in consciousness.  This process therefore requires
putting aside or ‘bracketing’ the natural attitude, which assumes the existence of the
world.  Husserl stressed that this does not necessarily mean to be unconscious of
these orienting ideas, but rather the aim is to not engage with them.
These reflective mental processes and 'bracketing' are central components to IPA's
methodological approach, although there are crucial differences in their application.
Smith (2007) contends that  Husserl's notion of 'bracketing' prevents a phenomenon
from being properly interpreted or understood, and so there is no formal attempt to
set personal biases aside during an IPA analysis.  IPA researchers instead engage with
their participants' accounts immediately whilst maintaining an explicit awareness of
their  own  preconceptions,  experience  and  knowledge,  making  sure  to  critically
consider and document its influence on their findings and on the research process in
general (Smith, 2007).  Yardley (2008) has commented that this ongoing reflexive
and critical evaluation is conducive to effective and rigorous qualitative research.
 
4.2.4. Extending the Phenomenological Project
Other  thinkers  including,  most  notably,  Martin  Heidegger  (1889-1976),  Maurice
Merleau-Ponty  (1908-1961)  and  Jean-Paul  Sartre  (1905-1980)  extended  the
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phenomenological  project.   These  thinkers  moved  away  from  Husserl's
methodological concerns relating to the systematic examination of our perceptions
and experiences, and directed their enquiry towards a broader consideration of the
ontological question of the nature of being and existence (Moran, 2000).  In doing so,
they developed a more hermeneutic and existential,  or worldly phenomenological
philosophy,  which  highlighted  the  situational,  embodied,  affective  and  moral
dimensions to experience (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).  These ideas have also
had an important bearing on IPA and its subject matter.
Heidegger (1962/1927), for example, thought that the ontological question of being
was less interested in why we exist than it was with how we exist and to what end.
He  conceived of our being or existence in the world as something that is always
inseparably  related  to,  or  engaged  with,  the  world  of  people  and  objects.   He
therefore  emphasised  its  multi-faceted  nature:  the  contextual,  situational  and
temporal aspects of our relationship with the world.  IPA shares Heidegger's concern
with how we exist and has offered significant and interesting insights into how (and
also why) we immerse ourselves in the world around us (Smith, Flowers & Larkin,
2009).
IPA's focus on the lived-experience of significant life events and transitions provides
insights into the more existential,  moral and dilemmatic facets of our experiences
(Smith  &  Osborn,  2008).   The  approach  also  highlights  the  significance  and
importance of our interpersonal relationships for our understandings in a range of
different social contexts (Flowers  et al., 1997; Hunt & Smith, 2004; Smith, 1999a,
1999b).  For example, IPA research has focused on subject matter that raises issues to
do with the embodied nature of experience (Smith, 2011), and has sought a deeper
understanding of what it is like to experience physical disability, illness and change
(Smith, Flowers & Osborn, 1997).  It has done so by highlighting the complex and
dynamic relationship among our emotions, cognitions and physical selves,  and of
these  to  the  world  around us  (e.g.,  Larkin,  Eatough & Osborn,  2011;  Osborn &
Smith, 2006).
 70
4.2.5. IPA’s Hermeneutic Roots
Hermeneutics is the study of the theory of interpretation and attempts to understand
the method through which something is “brought to understanding - is interpreted”
(Palmer, 1969, p.14).  IPA's interpretivist methodology means that the nature and role
of the interpretative process is central to its approach and objectives, and the further
development of our understanding of how it works is an on-going question (Smith,
Flowers & Larkin, 2009).
Heidegger (1962/1927) departed from Husserl's purely descriptive phenomenology
and argued for a more hermeneutic or interpretative phenomenology, suggesting that
it  might  not  be  possible  to  describe  the  world  without  interpreting  it  first.   For
example, he surmised that the appearance of 'the things themselves' or phenomena
sometimes entails a dual function: they have both a visible and superficial meaning,
but also a deeper, hidden one, which is concealed and not immediately apparent.
Heidegger (1962/1927) therefore thought that in order for phenomenological enquiry
to meet its aim of examining phenomena as they appear to us, an interpretative stance
was necessary, so that the meaning of the phenomena could be brought out of itself
and properly understood.  IPA also shares Heidegger's emphasis on the dual nature of
the  appearance of  phenomena,  and acknowledges  that  the  interpretative detective
work of the researcher  is central to facilitating or revealing participants' meanings,
which might not be ostensibly apparent or clear (Pringle et al., 2011; Smith, Flowers
& Larkin, 2009).
Heidegger's (1962/1927) notion of 'appearing'  also raises the question of who has
interpretative authority over the meaning of what is said or written.  Jacques Derrida
(as cited in Sarup, 1993), for example, has argued that all text contains ambiguity and
'undecidability', which permits manifold competing interpretations, so that a final and
authoritative one is impossible, regardless of the author's original intent.  However,
Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009) have suggested that a detailed and systematic IPA
study that draws on previous experience and psychological knowledge, while taking
care to place any interpretations into the context of the broader data-set, might be
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able  to  produce  further  insight  into  a  participant's  experience.   This  does  not
necessarily  grant  IPA  researchers  the  right  to  automatically  claim  that  their
interpretation has a greater truth or authority than the claims of their participants;
however, by virtue of being from this other perspective, it may help to clarify or even
build  on  participants'  accounts,  including  elucidating  aspects  that  had  previously
been unknown to them (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).
4.2.6. IPA’s Interpretative Stance
The articulation of the nature and role  of interpretation in IPA has been strongly
influenced  by hermeneutic  theory  (Smith  & Osborn,  2008).   IPA posits  that  the
researcher's active and interpretative role is central to understanding the meanings
that participants ascribe to their experience.  This entails a 'double-hermeneutic' or
second-order  interpretative  process  where  the  researcher  attempts  to  interpret  the
participants' sense-making of their own experience (Smith, 2004).
IPA's interpretative stance has also been influenced strongly by the hermeneutics of
Ricoeur (1970).   He distinguished between two different types of hermeneutic or
interpretative  activity:  an  empathic  hermeneutics,  which  seeks  to  reconstruct  the
lived-experience of individuals from their own point-of-view; and a hermeneutics of
'suspicion', which constitutes a more independently-minded and interrogative stance,
aiming  to  make  sense  of  the  lived-experience  of  individuals  from 'outside'  their
perspective.   This  'suspicion',  for  example,  might  involve  attempting  to  reveal
alternative  meanings  that  may  challenge  the  surface-level  account,  perhaps  by
invoking a  pre-existing theoretical  perspective to facilitate  this  process  (Smith &
Osborn, 2008).
IPA has similarly incorporated an empathic hermeneutic stance, which is crucial to
the  interpretative  endeavour,  by  enabling  access  to  what  other  people  have
experienced and to understand their perspectives (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).
Moreover, the empathic frame of mind permits the assessment of claims to truth and
enhances confidence in the validity of any knowledge claims and judgements that are
made (Hermberg, 2006).
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IPA combines this empathic stance with a curious and questioning stance that is less
suspicious, challenging and judgemental in its approach than Ricoeur's hermeneutics.
IPA instead uses a gentle probing in order to deepen the analysis, thereby facilitating
the  ability  of  participants  to  convey their  experience  (Smith,  Flowers  & Larkin,
2009).  This questioning hermeneutics differs from Ricoeur's conception, as it always
remains 'inside' the participants' literal accounts of their experience.  This might, for
example, involve providing an interpretation that detects something in participants'
accounts that was quite unintended and unknown to them (Smith, Flowers & Larkin,
2009).
IPA's hermeneutic stance therefore embraces a seemingly contradictory dual stance
as a researcher's  previous knowledge and understanding are simultaneously being
suppressed, but are also being used to understand and make sense of participants'
accounts  (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).  This illustrates the complex nature of
'bracketing'  in  IPA,  which  involves  a  complex  interplay  of  both  inductive  and
deductive reasoning processes.  On the one hand, IPA researchers need to be able to
detach themselves from their participants' accounts, but, on the other hand, they also
need  to  immerse  and  involve  themselves  in  their  participants'  accounts  (Finlay,
2008).  A reliable interpretation in IPA therefore depends on researchers 'bracketing'
their beliefs, values and knowledge at the right times, making sure that the findings
have emerged from the data, rather than from the researcher’s own mind (Smith &
Osborn, 2008).
4.2.7. IPA and Idiography
The third theoretical base touched upon by IPA is idiography, which is concerned
with the particular (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).  IPA adopts an idiographic level
of analysis because it provides a detailed and systematic analysis of a participant's
account in his or her own context, by focusing on the meaning of specific instances
of experience (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).  This approach stands in opposition
to a nomothetic approach, which is the tendency to generalise by emphasising the
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analysis of aggregated group data, testing theories and the formulation of laws to
explain phenomena (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).  In this sense, the nomothetic
and idiographic positions involve a trade-off: nomothetic generalisations from large
amounts of data produce a reductionist account that diminishes the uniqueness and
complexity  of  individuals  (Lamiell,  1987);  whereas  a  more  idiographic  and
specialised focus on particular instances will lack explanatory power and the capacity
to make more general claims (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).
However, the idiographic-nomothetic distinction, and the concepts of the particular
and the general, are perhaps not as oppositional as they would first appear to be.  For
example, Galton, 1883 (as cited in Allport, 1951) has remarked that a grasp of the
particular is the basis for all knowledge in any sphere of human endeavour, as any
general  claim has  to,  in  some form,  capture  and honour  the  particular.   Sloman
(1976) and Warnock (1987) have similarly observed that a deeper examination of the
particular may lead to capturing aspects of our experiences that are universal to us
all.   In  this  sense,  the  two  approaches  share  the  same  objective  of  generating
knowledge  of  the  world,  but  differ  in  their  approach  with  an  idiographic  stance
locating the general in the particular.
In this manner, an IPA study, with its idiographic focus, may be used to highlight the
individual and the subjective nature of specific instances of experience, drawing out
its underlying and more fundamental aspects common to us all.  These insights may
then be used to engage with the results of nomothetic approaches, perhaps by making
tentative claims about the limits or scope of a particular theory (Smith, Flowers &
Larkin, 2009).
4.2.8. Section Summary
In  the  first  section  of  this  chapter,  I  have  discussed  how  IPA  combines
phenomenological,  hermeneutic  and  idiographic  tenets  into  a  unique  approach
towards conducting qualitative psychological research.  These three perspectives are
the  central  components  of  any IPA study and are  the  dominant  concerns  around
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which the treatment of the subject matter in this thesis will revolve.  IPA is situated
within a broader framework of debate within the philosophy of science and these
issues have important and wide-ranging implications for the scientific integrity of my
work as  a  whole.   In  the  second  section  of  this  chapter,  I  therefore  provide  an
overview of  these epistemological  issues  and clearly demarcate  the  philosophical
position of this thesis in relation to these by explicating the underlying assumptions
that I have made.
4.3. Section Two: Epistemological Issues
                     
4.3.1. Introduction
Given the broad nature of the subject matter of this thesis, there was a wide-range of
methodological approaches that were suitable for its investigation.  However, these
approaches have different research purposes and make different knowledge claims,
as  they  have  been  informed  by  underlying  commitments  to  fundamental  issues
relating to the philosophy of science.  My use of IPA in this thesis has meant that I
have taken a particular position in relation to these philosophical issues, and in order
to provide a clear rationale for my choice of approach, it is necessary to provide an
overview of the broader framework of ideas in which my work is set.  It is important
to  be explicit  about  the  epistemological  assumptions  that  I  have made,  and their
strengths and weaknesses, because they have informed how my research was carried
out, including: how the research question was framed, how participants' data should
be viewed, and how to appropriately judge the validity of my findings.
4.3.2. The Philosophy of Science Debate
A foundational issue in the philosophy of science, which is particularly pertinent to
qualitative research, is the ontological question concerning what exists and how it
exists  (i.e.,  the  nature  of  reality  and  being)  (Bryman,  2012).   Based  on  one's
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ontological stance, epistemological questions may be asked about what we can know
about  what  exists,  what  constitutes  knowledge  and  how  might  this  be  acquired
(Bryman, 2012).  A researcher's stance on these issues may be said to constitute a
particular  world-view  or  paradigm,  which  informs  the  choice  of  an  appropriate
methodological approach and its associated methods for investigating and obtaining
knowledge of the world (Bryman, 2012).
There are manifold positions and approaches to these questions, and each one has
important  implications  for  what  science  is  and  how it  should  be  done (Bryman,
2012).  For example, it is debated if there is a single, external and objective 'real'
world  that  is  detached  from,  and  independent  of,  our  apprehension  (e.g.,  sense
perceptions, cognition, interpretation, language, etc.) of it; or is reality constructed
subjectively in our act of apprehending it (Sarup, 1993).  There are two polarised
positions  in  relation  to  this  question,  divided  into  realist  or  modernist  and
constructivist or postmodernist, although there are manifold positions within these
two extremes. 
4.3.3. The Realist Approach to Reality and Knowledge
At one end of this continuum, a form of realism known as naive or common-sense
realism simply contends that  there is  a  single 'real'  world that we can apprehend
directly as it really is; that is,  correctly (Bryman, 2012).  This position,  which is
taken  for  granted  in  the  natural  sciences,  underlies  the  positivist  or  quantitative
methodological approach to social science (Bryman, 2012).  It assumes that humans
are also part of the natural world and that mental and social phenomena are events
taking place in this natural ‘real’ world.  These processes can therefore be broken
down into ‘objective’ variables and can then be understood and explained in terms of
causes and effects (Bryman, 2012).
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4.3.4. The Constructivist Approach to Reality and Knowledge
The  realist  approach  has  been  significantly  undermined  by  postmodern
epistemological  positions,  which  may  be  loosely  categorised  under  the  banner
‘constructivist’ (Bryman, 2012).  Constructivism challenges realism's assumption of
an external  ‘real’ world and its  implicit  belief  in  the ontological  primacy of  this
reality.   For  example,  the  approach claims  that  it  is  impossible  to  separate  the
observer  from the  object  and so  there  can  be  no  observer-independent  reality or
knowledge.  In this view, objectivity is deemed impossible; all observation is theory-
laden  because  we  may  only  grasp  the  world  through  a  process  of  subjective
interpretation (Bryman, 2012).
Constructivist  approaches  go  on  to  claim  that  all  human  activity  is  inherently
meaningful.  That is, we all actively construct our own frameworks to understand the
world and these may be shaped by a combination of contextual, linguistic, social,
cultural  and  political  factors  (Raskin,  2002).   In  this  sense,  knowledge  is  to  be
regarded as a human construct  that  is  relative and context-dependent,  rather  than
something that is an absolute and objectively 'out there'  waiting to be discovered
(Raskin, 2002).  By removing the gap between us and the world as a pre-existing
external reality, constructivist approaches also cast serious doubt over our capacity to
know  anything  about  a  ‘real’ world  with  any  certainty  (Bryman,  2012).   This
particular line of thought has spawned a range of alternative 'critical' approaches and
methodologies, broadly categorised as 'interpretivist', which challenge the dominance
of the positivist model of scientific enquiry (Raskin, 2002).
4.3.5. Critical Realism as a 'Third Way' Approach and IPA
The  central  philosophical  debate,  as  outlined  above,  depicts  the  realist  and
constructivist positions as seemingly contradictory and incommensurate with each
other.  However, there is a post-positivist middle-ground position known as critical
realism  (Bhaskar,  1998),  which  offers  a  feasible  approach  towards  tackling  the
current philosophical impasse by assimilating the two polarities.  Critical realists, in
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essence, assert that there is an objective reality external to our apprehension of it that
can be known, but we are hindered in our ability to know that reality completely (or
directly)  and  with  certainty,  because  our  perceptual  and  conceptual  apparatus  is
imperfect and selective.  We may therefore approach reality with caution: some of
our sense-perceptions and conceptual structures can and do represent reality, while
others may represent reality to a lesser extent or not at all (Bhaskar, 1998).
IPA has been associated with critical realist philosophy (Fade, 2004) because it charts
a middle way through the objectivist-subjectivist, realist-constructivist and positivist-
interpretivist  polarities.   It  adopts  the  stance  that  the  researcher-participant
relationship is rooted in a single reality shared by both, but is also shaped by an
ongoing  process  of  subjective  interpretation  and  construction  (Smith,  Flowers  &
Larkin, 2009).  This stance can be clearly demonstrated by considering IPA's position
in relation to the realist-positivist and constructivist-interpretivist paradigms.
4.3.6. The Realist-Positivist Approach and IPA
IPA aligns itself with the dominant positivist approach of mainstream psychology by
sharing two axioms of the realist viewpoint.  Firstly, that our cognitions (e.g., beliefs,
attitudes, intentions) and other mental processes are 'real' and are part of the natural
world;  and  secondly,  that  we  can  study  these  objectively  ‘real’  patterns  and
processes, against which we can assess the quality and validity of our interpretations
and  understandings  (Smith,  Flowers  &  Larkin,  2009).   However,  IPA’s  view  of
cognition differs from the positivist mainstream by conceiving it to be dynamic and
multidimensional in nature, having interrelated reflective and interpretative features
of sense-making and meaning (Pringle  et al.,  2011).  In this mould, IPA research
highlights the relational, affective, moral and existential aspects of our experiences,
which can be best understood when seen as a totality, or whole, and in the context in
which they occur (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).
These types of cognitive processes cannot be adequately captured by the positivist
experimental approach, which excludes the complexity of understanding the content
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and meaning of thoughts altogether.  The positivist approach adopts a reductionist
stance, which views cognitive processes to be discrete and isolated functions, clearly
demarcating these from the emotions, and seeking explanations of our experiences in
cause-and-effect terms (Smith, 1996).
IPA’s phenomenological stance,  by contrast, is  critical  of the positivist  claim that
external and lawful processes determine our social  realities.   It contends that our
understandings should be examined in terms of perceptions and meanings (whether
idiosyncratically  or  socially  constructed)  with  the  objective  to  grasp  a  particular
point-of-view (Smith, 2004).  It therefore prioritises understanding and meaning, and
is  less  concerned with the status  that  those meanings  have (i.e.,  if  they have an
independent  existence  beyond  our  understanding),  or  with  the  pursuit  of  the
‘discovery’  of  objective  facts  (e.g.,  causal  mechanisms) relating  to  experience
(Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).
Based  on  these  different  aims  and  perspectives  towards  cognition,  the  two
approaches  have  very different  modes  of  inquiry.   The mainstream experimental
approach infers cognitive processes from behavioural responses, while IPA seeks to
infer underlying cognitive processes from participants' retrospective verbal accounts
of  their  experience  (Smith,  1996).   Each  approach  therefore  produces  different
knowledge claims about the same underlying cognitive processes (Smith, Flowers &
Larkin, 2009).
Nevertheless, the two approaches do share overlapping concerns, and it should be
possible for the two approaches to complement one another.  Attitudes, beliefs and
behaviour  are  all  phenomena  that  involve  creating  meanings,  and  these  can  be
investigated by combining both types of approach (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).
For example, an experiential  IPA account of the meaning of a particular experience
for a group of people can be examined in relation to  extant mainstream theories
derived from experimental methods (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).
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4.3.7. The Constructivist-Interpretivist Approach and IPA
Constructivist  theoretical  and  methodological  traditions  hold  different
epistemological  positions  depending  on  the  extent  of  their  leaning  towards  a
constructivist world-view; that is, their position on the existence of an external and
independent  reality,  and  if  it  is  possible  to  objectively  represent  such  a  reality
(Gergen, 1991).  IPA has drawn extensively on symbolic interactionism and social
constructionism, which also both emphasise the constructive nature of experience
and meaning-making processes (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).  They therefore
merit a closer consideration in relation to IPA’s epistemological approach.
4.3.8. Symbolic Interactionism and IPA
The symbolic interactionist approach (Mead, 1934) contends that our understanding
of  the  world  is  attained  through  ‘symbolic’  meaning-making  acts,  which  are
continually  being  co-created  and  modified  through  a  process  of  social  and
interpretative activity (Blumer, 1969; Denzin & Lincoln, 2003).  In this vein, IPA
also adopts a constructivist stance: viewing us as interpreters and sense-makers of the
world  around  us,  who  are  shaped,  in  part,  by  pre-existing  social  and  cultural
structures  (e.g.,  language,  social  relationships  and institutions)  (Smith  & Osborn,
2008).  However, consonant with its middle ground epistemological position, IPA has
moved away from a more deterministic viewpoint by asserting that these structures
have themselves been socially constructed, and so not only can these be re-worked,
we are also capable of creating new and unique meanings using our own individual
agency (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).
4.3.9. Constructivism, Social Constructionism and IPA
Following on from symbolic interactionism, a related thread of thought that is also
rooted in a relativist and subjectivist framework is social constructionism.  The term
social  constructionism  is  distinguished  in  meaning  from  constructivism  by  its
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disagreement  over  the  nature  of  the  meaning-making  process.   It  criticises
constructivism’s emphasis on the individual and the rational (Raskin, 2002), claiming
that  this  has  diminished  the  role  of  social  and  linguistic  processes  in  our
understanding of the world (Stam, 1998).
Social constructionist viewpoints (e.g., Berger & Luckmann, 1966) have argued that
social  reality  and its  meanings  are  continually  being  created  and  maintained  (or
revised) in social contexts.  These meanings or social constructs are contingent on us
(i.e.,  our  understanding  and  agreement)  for  their  existence,  rather  than  on  any
characteristics intrinsic to themselves.  Socially constructed accounts are therefore
only one of many possible versions of reality, and so our knowledge of the world can
be only relative and indeterminate (Bryman, 2012).  IPA has similarly embraced the
importance  of  our  social  context  and  relations  as  fundamental  and  inescapable
features of our existence, but in line with its middle ground position, it has distanced
itself from the stronger social constructionist viewpoints that eschew an external and
pre-existing reality altogether (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).
4.3.10. Language and the 'Linguistic Turn'
A further and important strain of constructivist  thought that has had a significant
impact on IPA has been what is known as the linguistic turn, which developed from
the ideas of philosophers, such as Ludwig Wittgenstein, Jacques Derrida and Michel
Foucault  throughout  the  20th Century  (Sarup,  1993).   In  this  viewpoint,  our
apprehension  of  the  world  and  our  interaction  with  it  is  inescapably  mediated
through language.  Furthermore, language not only constitutes or shapes our reality
and our experiences, but we are also determined and limited by it (Sarup, 1993).
More specifically, these theorists reasoned that our perceptions and understanding of
the world are apprehended through thought, which in turn, is dependent on language;
however,  because all language is a convention that has been socially constructed,
these linguistic constructions therefore shape or even determine our apprehension of
the world (Sarup, 1993).
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This approach applied to psychological research asserts that the prime reality is to be
located in language or discourse, thereby questioning the modernist view of language
as simply a neutral tool that allows us to unambiguously describe reality accurately
and objectively (Bryman, 2012).  Language, and more broadly, cultural systems of
signs, should instead be thought of as the means through which we understand and
construct knowledge of reality, and that this process may serve different social or
political objectives (Bryman, 2012).  For example, Derrida (as cited in Sarup, 1993)
thought that there could be no reality or experience outside of language and text.
Thus  our  grasp  of  reality  is  completely  constituted  by  the  linguistic  or  cultural
resources available to us, and there is  no corresponding relationship between our
language and an objective external reality (Bryman, 2012).
These arguments have very serious ramifications for the positivist approach to social
science (Bryman, 2012)  For example, if language is constructive of the world, and
we  cannot  step  outside  of  it  in  order  to  view  the  world  objectively,  then  our
knowledge of  the  world  has  no  fixed  reference  point.   Thus if  all  knowledge is
culturally and historically contingent, then it can only be relative and provisional,
with  competing  claims  sharing  equal  validity  (Bryman,  2012).   Under  these
circumstances,  the  modernist  notions  of  the  absolute,  the  universal,  truth  and
progress  are  all  undermined,  as  there  is  no  standard  by  which  to  make  such
judgements (Bryman, 2012).  For these reasons,  rather than attempt to reveal the
experiential features of the human condition that are absolute and universal, it could
be argued that qualitative research should aim no higher than to highlight the implicit
assumptions underlying the experience of a particular individual or group at a given
time (Ashworth, 2008).
4.3.11. Language and IPA
While IPA has been influenced by these arguments outlined above, it  has moved
away from the more radical constructivist, relativist and subjectivist viewpoints.  IPA
looks beyond language and text  by placing  less  importance  on it  in  terms of  its
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determining role in our experience of reality (Smith, 1996).  IPA's phenomenological
approach  means  that  it  disagrees  with  the  notion  that  we  are  wholly  bound,
constructed and determined by a given linguistic structure.  It contends instead that
we  have  a  certain  degree  of  agency  and  free  will  that  we  can  use  to  re-shape
linguistic structures and be creative with them (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).  
IPA  also  makes  the  assumption  that  our  verbal  responses  directly  reflect  our
underlying cognitions, which in turn, are assumed to accurately relate to reality (e.g.,
perceptions, emotions, etc.) (Smith, 1996).  In this sense, language is the medium
through which we express ourselves; we can use words to convey shared meanings
that  can  and do objectively correspond to  an  external  reality  (Smith,  Flowers  &
Larkin, 2009).  It is this endeavour, of seeking to go beyond the structural aspects to
language  and  the  situation  or  context,  which  is  necessary  to  conduct  a
phenomenological examination of participants' experience; that is, to directly connect
with them in their  own terms, rather than through the pre-defined categories and
assumptions inherent to a positivist approach (Moran, 2000).
4.3.12. Section Summary
In the second section of this chapter, I have given an overview of the most significant
issues  relating  to  the  philosophy  of  science  debate,  and  clearly  demarcated the
philosophical position of this thesis in relation to these by explicating the underlying
assumptions that I have made.  IPA has been described as a critical realist approach,
which  purports  to  weave  a  middle  way  between  the  realist-constructivist  and
positivist-interpretivist standpoints.  My understanding of these issues was important
for my choice of methodological approach, and in the third and final section of this
chapter,  I  explain  my rationale  for  adopting  a  qualitative  and  phenomenological
approach using  IPA,  which  I discuss  in  relation  to  the  alternative  approaches  to
conducting qualitative psychological research.
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